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fragmentation	and	exploitation	in	the	reserves.	The	post-war	years	saw	a	decline	
in	the	real	wages	and	household	income	levels	of	smallholders.841	
Proletarianization	continued:	by	1950,	around	half	of	the	population	of	Kikuyu	
reserves	were	‘landless’.842	Even	households	with	some	access	to	land	
increasingly	supplemented	their	income	through	employment,	either	within	or	
outside	the	reserves.843	Pressing	conditions	of	poverty	provided	fertile	ground	
for	political	discontent.	
	
Second,	the	total	number	of	employed	labourers	in	Kenya	remained	high	after	
the	end	of	the	war,	even	increasing	slightly	(see	figure	5.1).	Moreover,	increasing	
rural	landlessness,	coupled	with	the	growing	demand	for	labour	in	the	towns	
during	and	after	the	war,	drove	rapid	urbanization.	The	size	of	the	non-
producing	population	grew	in	accordance.	However,	the	proportions	of	the	
urban	population	should	not	be	exaggerated	–	in	1948,	even	after	wartime	
growth,	the	urban	population	only	constituted	around	five	per	cent	of	the	
Kenyan	total,	rising	to	eight	per	cent	by	1962.844	Nonetheless,	these	dynamics	
constituted	a	significant	increase	in	market	demand	from	the	prewar	level.	
	
Third,	the	war	helped	to	shift	tastes	and	consumption	habits.	Africans	on	military	
service	and	living	in	towns	were	exposed	to	and	became	acquainted	with	new	
needs.	In	concert	with	the	wartime	impetus	to	industrialization	and	the	
development	of	a	consumption-goods	industry	in	Kenya,	new	items	appeared	in	
household	budgets	as	‘socially	necessary	consumption	needs’	that	could	only	be	
secured	through	cash	purchase.845	
		
Fourth,	and	related	to	the	above	factors,	war	conditions	encouraged	changes	to	
modes	of	food	access.	It	continued	and	intensified	the	trend	whereby,	for	a	larger	
proportion	of	the	population,	household	subsistence	was	obtained	through	the	
market.	This	not	only	applied	to	urban	and	rural	wage	labour.	In	districts	like	
Kiambu,	poorer	households	increasingly	switched	to	higher-risk	strategies	
biased	towards	cash	cropping	and	market	purchases	rather	than	direct	
consumption.846	The	terms	of	trade	were	also	shifting	for	livestock:	in	Ukambani	
during	the	war,	people	used	cash	to	purchase	food	at	inflated	prices	in	
preference	to	trading	cattle.	Beasts	were	becoming	less	valuable	as	a	resource	
for	long-term	security.	This	reflected	a	more	general	process	of	rural	
transformation:	cash-earning	activities	like	commodity	production,	wage	labour	
and	trading	were	becoming	more	attractive	as	a	basis	of	subsistence	and	
accumulation	than	grazing	herds	of	livestock	on	congested	land.	So	too	were	
household	investments	like	education.847	By	the	end	of	the	war,	a	gulf	had	
opened	up	between	the	general	prosperity	of	agricultural	and	pastoral	
																																																								
841	Thurston,	Smallholder	Agriculture,	p.	2..	
842	Zeleza,	‘Second	World	War’,	pp.	160–1.	
843	This	trend	would	have	been	most	pronounced	in	densely	populated	reserves	such	as	Kiambu	
and	Central	Nyanza;	Kitching,	Class	and	Economic	Change,	pp.	119–20,	130–33.	
844	Ogonda,	‘Transport	and	Communications‘,	p.	143.	
845	Cowen,	‘Commercialization’,	p.	199.		
846	Kitching,	Class	and	Economic	Change,	p.	111.	
847	Lonsdale,	‘Depression’,	p.	125.	
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districts.848	For	both	rural	and	urban	populations,	then,	food	scarcity	was	
increasingly	a	problem	of	balancing	cash	income	and	expenditure.		
	
Fifth,	the	geography	of	rural	scarcity	and	relief	increasingly	focused	on	
congested	areas	where	processes	of	commercialization	and	differentiation	were	
most	advanced.	In	the	late	1940s	and	early	1950s,	aside	from	ecologically	
marginal	coastal	areas,	it	was	central,	highly	populated	districts	such	as	
Machakos,	Kitui,	Meru,	Nyeri,	Fort	Hall	and	Kiambu	that	regularly	required	
substantial	amounts	of	famine	relief.849	The	maize	control	continued	to	provide	
this	relief	via	networks	of	‘established	traders’.850	This	constituted	an	additional	
source	of	demand.	
	
In	their	combined	effects,	these	trends	ensured	that	the	high	wartime	levels	of	
food	demand	in	the	domestic	market	continued	well	after	demobilization.	In	the	
context	of	the	global	post-war	food	shortage,	which	made	imports	near	
impossible,	this	meant	Kenyan	agricultural	policy	was	forced	to	focus	on	
maximizing	cereal	production	until	at	least	the	end	of	1948	(see	figure	7.1).851	It	
is	worth	noting,	in	passing,	that	this	domestic	policy	position	concurred	with	a	
wider	imperial	shift	towards	production-led	development	in	the	colonies	–	an	
approach	embraced	by	Britain’s	post-war	Labour	government,	now	presiding	
over	a	nation	starved	of	both	resource	and	dollar	reserves.852	Locally,	in	Kenya,	
this	productionist	conviction	served	to	justify	the	continued	existence	of	state	
marketing	controls	as	a	means	to	boost	the	food	supply	to	meet	demand	both	in	
Kenya	and	within	the	wider	East	African	Cereals	Pool,	which	continued	to	
function	until	1952.853	In	that	year,	the	Ibbotson	Commission	reported	that	‘in	
the	interests	of	stability’	the	controlled	marketing	of	maize	‘must	continue’.	The	
commissioners’	report,	noting	‘the	government’s	duty	to	ensure	the	stability	of	
the	colony’s	food	supplies’,	rehearsed	the	standard	argument	that	this	could	
‘only	be	done	by	some	system	of	price	fixation	in	advance	of	planting’.	However,	
it	did	recommend	that	maize	control	be	operated	under	the	provisions	of	an	
ordinance	rather	than	emergency	regulations,	and	in	the	hands	of	a	statutory	
board	or	corporation.854	
	
In	the	context	of	the	global	commodity	boom,	which	lasted	until	the	mid-1950s,	
there	appeared	to	be	little	ground	to	refute	the	Commission’s	recommendations.	
High	food	prices	on	the	international	market	meant	maize	control	could	continue	
to	support	settler	growers	by	paying	them	above	export	prices,	while	selling	to	
consumers	below	import	parity.	As	such,	there	was	no	basis	for	political	conflicts	
between	producers	and	consumers,	as	there	had	been	in	the	1920s	and	1930s.855	
																																																								
848	Ibid.,	p.	127.	
849	CPK,	Department	of	Agriculture	Annual	Reports	1946–52;	English	et	al.,	Land	Resource	
Management,	pp.	17–19,	39.	
850	CPK,	Department	of	Agriculture	Annual	Reports	1951–52.	
851	CPK,	Department	of	Agriculture	Annual	Reports	1945–8.	
852	Cooper,	‘Modernizing	Bureaucrats’,	p.	70.	
853	The	Cereals	Pool	was	replaced	by	an	inter-territorial	mutual	supply	agreement;	TNA:	CO	
822/668,	passim.	
854	Ibbotson	et	al.,	Report	of	the	Board	Under	the	Chairmanship	of	Sir	William	Ibbotson	on	the	
Marketing	of	Maize	and	Other	Produce,	pp.	14–15.	
855	Lonsdale,	‘Depression’,	pp.	123–4.	
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Yet	centralized	marketing	persisted	in	Kenya	even	after	high	global	commodity	
prices	started	to	falter	in	the	mid-1950s.	Now,	by	contrast,	it	fulfilled	a	useful	
purpose	in	protecting	producers	under	conditions	of	falling	international	prices,	
much	like	in	the	prewar	years	of	economic	depression.856	Moreover,	the	1950s	
State	of	Emergency	–	a	response	to	the	Mau	Mau	Uprising	–	provided	sufficient	
justification	for	maize	control	to	persist	under	defence	regulations,	and	for	
officials	to	maintain	tight	coercive	controls	over	reserve	agriculture.857	Indeed,	
the	maize	control	system	was	a	vehicle	through	which	the	state	attempted	to	
quell	rural	unrest,	as	a	key	aspect	of	larger	programmes	of	rural	resettlement	
and	development	implemented	with	the	cooperation	of	the	landed	‘incipient	
gentry’	of	the	central	Kikuyu	reserves.858	
	
Ultimately,	despite	numerous	critiques	leveled	at	the	statutory	marketing	
system,859	Kenyan	maize	control	continued	to	operate	under	emergency	
regulations	until	1959,	when	it	was	eventually	replaced	by	the	Maize	and	
Produce	Board	–	a	central	statutory	board	that	inherited	and	continued	the	
policy	of	maize	self-sufficiency.860	Following	independence,	the	Board	became	a	
vehicle	to	expand	smallholder	production	and	integrate	more	African	farmers	
into	the	formal	economy	–	a	key	part	of	the	‘social	contract’	forged	between	the	
national	government	and	its	subjects.861	In	1979,	it	merged	with	the	Wheat	
Board	to	form	the	National	Cereals	and	Produce	Board	(NCPB),	which	like	its	
predecessors	aimed	to	manage	price	fluctuations	and	provide	a	storage	buffer	to	
mediate	surpluses	and	shortages.	Food	self-sufficiency	remained	a	‘key	plank’	of	
state	agricultural	policy.	The	independent	government,	like	its	colonial	forebear,	
continued	to	evince	a	‘commitment	to	increase	producers	prices’	to	achieve	this	
aim,	often	to	the	detriment	of	consumers.862	The	NCPB	itself	became	a	key	tool	in	
the	cultural	and	geographical	patronage	networks	established	by	President	
Daniel	arap	Moi.863	The	food	marketing	system	thus	remained	a	key	mechanism	
within	the	‘politics	of	the	belly’	pursued	by	the	postcolonial	Kenyan	state.864	
	
																																																								
856	The	degree	of	favouritism	and	protection	directed	to	producers	was	unique	to	Kenya.	
Organized	marketing	in	other	settings	tended	to	serve	the	more	important	political	groupings	in	
those	contexts:	processors	and	exporters	in	Uganda;	urban	consumers	in	Northern	Rhodesia	and	
Tanganyika;	Bates,	Beyond	the	Miracle;	Bryceson,	‘Urban	Bias	Revisited’;	Van	Zwanenberg	and	
King,	Economic	History,	pp.	218–9.	
857	Castro	and	Ettenger,	‘Counterinsurgency’.	
858	Bates	argues	that	the	Mau	Mau	conflict	enabled	the	‘aggressive	elites	of	the	Kikuyu	reserves’	
to	enjoy	even	greater	access	to	the	‘coercive	power	and	economic	resources	of	the	colonial	
government’.	This	would	have	profound	effects	for	Kenya’s	political	future,	as	it	was	this	
conservative	elite	that	was	poised	to	seize	power	on	the	eve	of	Kenyan	independence;	Beyond	the	
Miracle,	p.	39.	
859	For	a	major	contemporary	critique	of	African	statutory	marketing	systems,	see	Dow	et	al.,	East	
Africa	Royal	Commission	1953–1955	Report,	chapter	7.	For	an	overview	of	the	problems	created	
by	a	system	of	guaranteed	producer	prices,	see	Van	Zwanenberg	and	King,	Economic	History,	pp.	
220–1.		
860	Llewellyn,	‘Government	Marketing	Control’,	p.	2;	Yoshida,	‘Maize	Marketing’,	pp.	4–5.	
861	Jayne	and	Jones,	‘Food	Marketing’,	pp.	1510–12.	
862	Hornsby,	History	Since	Independence,	pp.	363–4.	
863	Sitko	et	al.,	‘Maize	Sector	Policies’,	p.	248.	
864	Bayart,	The	State	in	Africa.	
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It	is	important	to	note	just	how	a	small	proportion	of	Kenya’s	total	agricultural	
output	was	represented	by	the	official	market	supply.	Van	Zwanenberg	and	King	
report	that	throughout	the	post-war	period	(up	to	the	mid-1970s)	only	around	
half	of	the	crops	sold	by	the	Kenyan	maize	control	were	sourced	from	African	
smallholders,	representing	around	five	to	ten	per	cent	of	their	total	production.	
Around	80	to	90	per	cent	of	Kenya’s	total	crop	did	not	pass	through	the	official	
system	at	all.	The	vast	majority	of	maize	was	either	consumed	directly	or	
channeled	through	‘black	markets’.865	These	markets	–	still	designated	‘illegal’	–	
continued	to	take	on	particular	importance	during	times	of	drought.	As	such,	
high	levels	of	domestic	market	demand	remained	an	effective	argument	for	
draconian	practices	of	market	segmentation	that	favoured	particular	groups	of	
maize	growers.	
	
Another	major	implication	of	the	sustained	high	levels	of	post-war	domestic	food	
demand	related	to	state	policy	for	development	in	the	African	reserves.	The	need	
to	maximize	cereal	production	largely	prevented	the	implementation	of	‘mixed	
farming’	and	rotational	cropping	policies	as	recommended,	for	example,	by	the	
FSC	(see	above).	In	principle,	post-war	development	plans	for	African	areas	
invoked	the	subsistence-oriented	ideas	of	the	late	1930s.	Here	the	1946	
Worthington	Plan	was	the	government’s	major	effort,	designed	to	‘arrest	the	
physical	and	social	deterioration	of	the	reserves’.866	The	problems	identified	by	
the	Plan	were	familiar,	having	already	been	defined	prior	to	the	war:	manage	
surplus	population,	ensure	adequate	food	supplies,	and	conserve	soil	fertility.	Its	
latent	objectives	were	to	restrain	African	competition	to	the	now-profitable	
settler	farming	sector,	and	to	maintain	‘the	localized	containment	and	control	of	
the	African	population’.867	In	practice,	this	meant	denying	Africans	private	
property	ownership	and	the	chance	to	grow	higher-valued	export	crops.868	
Officials	hoped	that	mixed	farming	could	slow	down	and	cap	the	spread	of	
African	commodity	production	and	‘excessive	individualism’,	which	they	
continued	to	blame	for	a	growing	ecological	and	social	crisis.869	Household	and	
district	self-sufficiency	were	the	key	aims.	Cash	cropping	was	not	to	be	
discouraged	per	se.	African	standard	of	living	had	to	be	raised,	which	required	
some	cash	income.	Commodity	production	was	necessary	and	acceptable	
provided	the	fertility	of	the	soil	did	not	suffer	and	nutritional	needs	were	met	
from	direct	consumption.870	As	in	the	1920s	and	1930s,	it	was	thought	that	only	
surplus	crops	(above	household	subsistence	needs)	should	be	marketed.871	
	
However,	given	the	urgent	need	to	maximize	cereal	production	after	1945,	in	
practice	development	efforts	focused	on	ameliorative	conservation	measures	in	
																																																								
865	Van	Zwanenberg	and	King,	Economic	History,	pp.	220–1.	
866	The	Worthington	Plan	was	a	ten-year	scheme	financed	by	the	Colonial	Development	
Corporation	with	11	million	pounds.	Half	of	these	funds	were	dedicated	to	the	African	Land	
Development	Programme,	which	focused	on	soil	conservation	projects.	In	part,	the	Plan	was	
motivated	by	the	need	for	‘food	security’;	Zeleza,	‘Second	World	War’,	p.	160.	
867	Berman,	Control	and	Crisis,	pp.	256–7.		
868	Van	Zwanenberg	and	King,	Economic	History,	pp.	47–8.	
869	Mackenzie,	Land,	Ecology	and	Resistance,	p.	161.	
870	CPK,	Department	of	Agriculture	Annual	Report	for	1945,	p.	22.	
871	Van	Zwanenberg	and	King,	Economic	History,	pp.	47–8.	
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the	reserves	–	especially	contour	ridging,	terracing	and	enclosures.872	To	ease	
implementation,	officials	hoped	to	revive	‘traditional’	systems	of	authority	and	
communal	solidarity,	to	function	alongside	state	powers	of	coercion.873	
Conservationist	interventions	were	combined	within	large-scale	‘betterment	
schemes’	–	projects	that	provoked	concerted	bitterness	and	resistance,	
particularly	from	the	women	who	were	corralled	into	the	compulsory	hard	
labour	of	terracing.874	Officials	also	hoped	to	relieve	land	congestion	through	
settlement	schemes,	and	halt	fragmentation	via	group	farming	projects.	Some	
small-scale	projects	were	devised,	but	ultimately	both	resettlement	and	group	
farming	lost	momentum	by	the	early	1950s.875		
	
The	basic	policy	of	encouraging	food	sufficiency	remained	the	nominal	
foundation	of	state	policy	for	African	agriculture	through	to	the	early	1950s.	By	
1952,	this	was	common	sense	enough	that	the	Agriculture	Department’s	annual	
report	could	state:	‘The	first	duty	of	this	department	is	to	ensure	the	food	
supplies	of	the	people’.876	Yet	there	were	changes	in	emphasis	within	these	
objectives.	By	the	end	of	the	1940s,	a	different	view	of	the	soil	problem	started	to	
gain	traction	in	official	debates.	The	‘new	school’	of	agricultural	officers,	linking	
soil	degradation	with	the	longstanding	restrictions	imposed	on	the	growth	of	
high-value	cash	crops	by	Africans,	began	to	win	over.877	For	them,	forcing	African	
farmers	to	terrace	their	fields	and	grow	large	yields	of	low-value	cereal	crops	
was	the	problem;	crops	such	as	coffee	and	tea	could	produce	more	income,	on	
less	land,	and	more	lightly	on	the	soil.	By	1950,	Africans	were	both	allowed	and	
encouraged	to	grow	high-priced	cash	crops	–	a	measure	motivated	by	the	need	
to	raise	the	general	standard	of	living.878	Moreover,	the	hope	of	relying	on	
‘traditional’	communitarian	systems	was	rapidly	giving	way	to	a	more	favourable	
view	of	African	economic	individualism.879	Some	officials	and	experts	argued	
that	only	the	individualization	of	land	tenure	could	solve	the	problems	of	land	
fragmentation	in	the	reserves.880	
	
Building	on	these	shifts,	the	early	1950s	saw	a	push	for	farm	planning.	Land	use	
in	each	Kenyan	province	was	to	be	planned	according	to	distinct	ecological	zones	
																																																								
872	CPK,	Department	of	Agriculture	Annual	Report	for	1945,	p.	4;	Department	of	Agriculture	Annual	
Report	for	1948,	p.	15;	Throup,	Origins	of	Mau	Mau,	pp.	141–3.	
873	Thurston,	Smallholder	Agriculture,	chapter	2.	
874	Mackenzie,	Land,	Ecology	and	Resistance,	pp.	161–7.	
875	Some	small-scale	resettlement	schemes	were	devised,	but	in	practice	the	focus	fell	on	
communalism.	Planned	group	farming	was	implemented	in	Nyanza	between	1948	and	1952;	
Throup,	Origins	of	Mau	Mau,	pp.	70–1;	Thurston,	Smallholder	Agriculture,	p.	24;	Van	Zwanenberg	
and	King,	Economic	History,	p.	48.	
876	CPK,	Department	of	Agriculture	Annual	Report	for	1952,	p.	2.	
877	Mackenzie,	Land,	Ecology	and	Resistance,	p.	167;	Throup,	Origins	of	Mau	Mau,	pp.	69–70.	
878	CPK,	Department	of	Agriculture	Annual	Report	for	1951,	p.	2;	Thurston,	Smallholder	
Agriculture,	pp.	31–2.	
879	CPK,	Department	of	Agriculture	Annual	Report	for	1949,	p.	16;	Mackenzie,	Land,	Ecology	and	
Resistance,	pp.	165,	167.	
880	‘[T]he	natural	evolution	seems	to	be	that	the	more	progressive	will	slowly	accumulate	more	
land	and	more	wealth	and	that	the	eventual	pattern	of	development	will	be	a	land-owning	class	
employing	paid	labour’.	Individual	title	will	enable	credit	to	be	obtained	and	invested	in	
development,	and	would	prevent	land	fragmentation;	CPK,	Department	of	Agriculture	Annual	
Report	for	1950,	p.	17.	
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corresponding	to	differing	agricultural	potential,	as	determined	by	the	relations	
between	climate,	vegetation	and	topography.881	Within	these	zones,	the	
normative	spatial	and	economic	notion	of	the	‘farming	unit’	was	deployed	to	plan	
mixed	farms	and	appropriate	conservation	measures.882	These	kinds	of	practices	
formed	a	key	part	of	the	state’s	rejoinder	to	growing	rural	poverty	and	the	Mau	
Mau	Uprising.	The	Swynnerton	Plan	of	1954	encapsulated	this	response.	The	
Plan	materialized	the	policy	shift	towards	promoting	individualization	of	land	
tenure,	survey	and	consolidation	of	high-potential	African	lands,	as	well	as	high-
value	cash	cropping	–	all	framed	within	the	broader	objectives	of	promoting	
mixed	farming	and	food	availability.883	Now,	however,	the	emphasis	was	on	
territorial	sufficiency	more	than	household	subsistence.	Food	production	in	key	
areas	would	be	stimulated	to	help	feed	urban	populations,	labour	and,	to	some	
extent,	for	export.884	The	market	was	officially	becoming	more	acceptable	as	a	
strategy	for	rural	production	and	food	access.	For	officials,	this	
commercialization	brought	certain	scarcity-related	risks	into	play.885	
Maintaining	state	control	of	the	food	market	as	a	means	to	secure	an	adequate	
territorial	supply	therefore	had	a	further	rationale.	
	
In	summary,	the	Second	World	War	designated	a	policy	outlook	towards	both	
settler	and	African	development	that	was	sustained	by	conditions	after	1945.	
The	imperative	of	managing	food	scarcity	was	central	to	this	outlook.	While	
Lonsdale	suggests	that	soil	degradation	provided	‘the	language	of	retentive	
white	control,	the	closure	of	options’,886	food	scarcity	proved	a	key	deciding	
factor	in	post-war	development	practice.	After	1945,	officials	had	hoped	to	
develop	a	two-track	anti-scarcity	system:	one	securing	adequate	supply	for	the	
official	market,	the	other	focusing	on	promoting	rural	subsistence.	They	were	
unable	implement	the	latter:	the	urgent	need	to	meet	food	demand	trumped	the	
longer-term	dream	of	mixed	farming	and	direct	consumption.	By	the	time	the	
domestic	and	international	food	supply	position	started	to	stabilize,	at	the	end	of	
the	1940s	(see	figure	7.1),	officials	were	already	looking	towards	
commercialized	production	as	the	route	to	African	welfare	(including	improved	
nutrition)	and	environmental	conservation.	As	rural	local	subsistence	receded	as	
a	policy	objective,	a	market-based	strategy	of	boosting	productivity	remained	on	
centre	stage.	Post-war	conditions	thus	allowed	the	wartime	mode	of	anti-scarcity	
practice	to	persist.	The	FSC	report,	while	sometimes	credited	with	setting	the	
																																																								
881	For	a	discussion	of	the	history	of	ecological	survey	and	planning	for	purposes	of	promoting	
colonial	African	development,	see	Anker,	Imperial	Ecology;	Duminy,	‘Ecologizing	Regions’.	
882	The	‘farming	unit’	was	defined	as	‘the	minimum	unit	of	land	necessary	for	the	average	family	
to	grow	its	food	requirements	and	obtain	a	cash	income	from	surplus	crop	and	stock	products	
and	from	appropriate	cash	crops	which	will	enable	the	standard	of	living	to	be	raised	well	above	
the	present	level’;	CPK,	Department	of	Agriculture	Annual	Report	for	1952,	p.	1.	
883	Swynnerton,	Plan	to	Intensify.	Records	and	interviews	related	to	the	development	and	
implementation	of	the	Swynnerton	Plan	are	available	in	the	Bodleian	Library,	University	of	
Oxford	(BLUO):	MSS.	Afr.	s.	1717,	passim.	Also	see	Makana,	‘Peasant	Response’;	Chenevix	Trench,	
Men	Who	Ruled	Kenya,	chapter	21.	
884	Swynnerton,	Plan	to	Intensify,	p.	10.	
885	According	to	the	traditional	colonial	‘food	versus	cash	crop’	theory	of	famine.	See	Vaughan,	
Story	of	an	African	Famine,	pp.	8–11	and	chapter	3.	
886	Lonsdale,	‘Depression’,	pp.	119–20.	
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agenda	for	post-war	marketing	control,	was	a	relatively	negligible	factor	in	
enabling	its	existence	and	persistence.		
	
7.3 Conclusion	
	
In	this	chapter,	I	have	attempted	to	show	how	developments	associated	with	the	
Second	World	War	persisted	beyond	the	end	of	hostilities.	In	particular,	I	have	
tried	to	describe	how	post-war	conditions	entrenched	the	rationale,	structure	
and	techniques	of	an	anti-scarcity	system	that,	in	many	respects,	has	outlived	the	
institutions	of	statutory	marketing	itself.	This	was	a	market-based	mode	of	
government	that	sought	to	balance	levels	of	territorial	supply	with	demand	–	a	
rationale	and	mode	originally	established	as	part	of	the	state’s	wartime	
responsibility	to	feed	labour	and	other	non-producing	populations	(see	chapter	
6).	
	
The	persistence	of	this	system	was	by	no	means	straightforward.	The	rationale	
of	state	marketing	control	offering	high	guaranteed	prices	as	a	means	to	boost	
food	availability	was	originally	motivated	as	an	emergency	wartime	measure.	
Although	the	FSC	recommended	that	maize	control	continue	after	the	war,	it	also	
advocated	steps	to	reorient	agricultural	policy	towards	the	nutritional	needs	of	
the	population,	and	towards	mixed	farming.	Post-war	political	and	economic	
conditions	meant	these	objectives	were	significantly	curtailed.	The	comforting	
official	ideals	of	rural	subsistence,	mixed	farming,	and	to	some	extent	soil	
conservation,	were	sacrificed	for	the	sake	of	food	production	and	sufficiency.	The	
state’s	nutritional	interventions,	meanwhile,	came	to	focus	on	pressing	urban	
labour	problems,	with	a	medical	inflection.	As	such,	despite	interest	from	
officials	and	experts	in	developing	a	Kenyan	food	policy	based	on	human	need	
and	demand,	a	supply-oriented	anti-scarcity	system	was	able	to	continue	and	
consolidate.	Arguably,	its	echoes	can	still	be	heard	in	the	framing	of	
contemporary	food	problems,	and	in	the	way	that	Kenyan	‘food	and	nutrition	
security’	is	governed	through	the	priority	of	productivity.	I	return	to	these	points	
in	the	thesis	conclusion.	
	
So,	what	do	these	dynamics	reveal	about	the	governmentalization	of	food	
scarcity,	and	the	emergence	of	a	rationale	and	mode	for	the	‘government	of	life’?	
On	one	hand,	this	chapter	has	shed	light	on	the	rise	of	a	biopolitics	of	food	that	
targeted	labour,	specifically	the	increase	and	reproduction	of	labour-power,	to	
an	extent	not	seen	before.	This	involved	ensuring	the	availability	of	food	supplies	
for	labour	on	the	official	market,	and	regulating	the	molecular-nutritional	
content	of	both	food	and	body	to	increase	the	total	labour-power	of	the	
workforce.	It	was	a	mode	of	biopolitics	that	acted	on	the	market	calculations	and	
consumer	decisions	of	workers	and	their	families,	or	sought	to	control	what	
workers	ate	through	direct	rationing	and	the	development	of	recommended	
ration	scales.	It	aimed	to	secure	the	productivity	of	the	(increasingly	urban)	
labour	force	for	economic	and	security	objectives.	This	mode	operated	alongside,	
and	in	some	respects	superseded,	a	form	of	biopolitics	that	was	interested	in	
food	from	the	perspective	of	managing	the	reproduction	of	rural	populations	
(and	hence	the	total	supply	of	migrant	labour)	within	the	bounds	imposed	by	
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land	and	resource	scarcity.	Food	and	nutrition	thus	emerged	at	the	centre	of	the	
post-war	vision	to	foster	a	stable	and	productive	urban	working	class.	
	
On	the	other	hand,	the	chapter	has	also	depicted	a	political	failure:	that	of	
Kenyan	officials	to	apply	one	of	the	great	ideals	of	liberal	governmentality	and	
biopolitics.	That	is,	to	arrange	natural	processes	and	circulations	so	that	certain	
problems	(in	this	case,	problems	like	hunger,	malnutrition,	population	pressure,	
soil	erosion	and	income)	might	‘cancel	each	other	out’.	Such	ideas	were	certainly	
proposed	for	the	colonial	Kenyan	context,	and	attracted	some	support	both	
within	and	beyond	the	state.	Yet	this	kind	of	anti-scarcity	model	was	never	able	
to	materialize	due	to	a	range	of	contextual	factors	–	some	of	the	more	important	
being	the	exigencies	of	wartime	and	post-war	food	shortages,	the	politics	and	
vested	interests	of	maize	production	and	marketing,	as	well	as	the	economics	of	
labour.	The	end	result	was	the	persistence	of	a	mode	of	an	anti-scarcity	practice	
that	operated	through	the	processes	and	mechanisms	of	the	official	market,	and	
within	the	bounds	of	tight	bureaucratic	surveillance	and	control.	This	degree	of	
state	intervention	in	the	market,	far	from	being	the	expression	of	some	innate	
colonial	logic	of	control	and	coercion,	was	rather	the	result	of	a	confluence	of	
events,	interests,	reflexive	interventions,	and	their	effects.	
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8. Conclusion	
	
This	thesis	set	out	with	two	main	aims.	The	first	was	to	address	the	lack	of	
historical	research	on	food	scarcity	and	its	government	in	Kenya.	The	second	
was	to	present	this	history	in	a	way	that	enhanced	our	understanding	of	present-
day	‘food	security’	practice,	both	in	Kenya	and	elsewhere	in	Africa.	
	
My	interest	in	these	questions	arose	from	my	involvement	in	a	research	project	
that	sought	to	understand	the	intersections	between	poverty	and	food	insecurity	
in	African	urban	areas.887	The	project	was	positioned	within	a	larger	critique	of	
food	security	practice	in	Africa:	one	arguing	that	food	strategies	tended	to	
overlook	the	specificities	of	food	dynamics	in	the	continent’s	towns	and	cities.	By	
painting	urban	food	problems	within	the	general	frames	of	scarcity	and	
production	(including	the	more	recent	groundswell	of	interest	in	‘urban	
agriculture’),	the	project	argued,	African	food	strategies	effectively	overlook	a	
whole	range	of	interventions	to	improve	food	accessibility	for	Africa’s	
increasingly	urban	population.	
	
I	wondered	why	this	tendency	–	to	think	about	food	in	terms	of	scarcity	and	
availability	–	existed.	Why	did	it	appear	to	be	so	persistent?	Over	the	course	of	
project	meetings	and	discussions,	I	became	aware	of	the	lack	of	historical	
understanding	of	why	‘productionism’	does	dominate	the	food	security	agenda	in	
different	African	contexts.	The	more	I	dug	into	this	history,	the	more	I	became	
convinced	that	this	was	not	a	straightforward	narrative:	neither	of	capitalist	
development,	nor	of	colonial	paternalism,	nor	of	the	post-Second	World	War	
influence	of	developmental	institutions	and	discourses.	Rather,	it	seemed	to	
present	a	complex	story	of	competing	political	forces	meeting	economic	tensions,	
ideological	imperatives	and	technical	precedents.	My	hunch	was	that	Kenya	
could	provide	us	with	an	important	part	of	this	wider	story.	This	was	not	only	
because	it	had	been	understudied	in	the	literature	on	African	food	and	famine	
history.	I	also	suspected	that	Kenya’s	past	could	reveal	some	of	the	tensions	
tearing	at	the	heart	of	food	regulation	and	government	in	former	settler	colonies	
more	generally.	
	
The	questions	that	I	set	out	to	answer	were:	how	did	central	officials	and	other	
actors	think	about	and	respond	to	food	scarcity?	How	did	this	change?	And	how	
were	the	roles	and	duties	of	the	state	defined	within	these	arrangements?	I	
attempted	to	answer	these	questions	in	a	way	that	shed	light	on	current	food	
practices.	I	wanted	to	understand	why	‘food	security’	is	the	way	it	is,	to	reveal	
how	practices	of	the	past	continue	to	shape	those	of	the	present.	I	sought,	also,	to	
show	that	there	was	nothing	inevitable	about	the	emergence	of	these	ideas	and	
practices,	but	that	they	emerged	in	a	particular	context,	through	particular	
conditions	and	contingencies.	
	
																																																								
887	The	‘Consuming	Urban	Poverty’	project	operated	by	the	African	Centre	for	Cities	at	the	
University	of	Cape	Town,	which	studied	secondary	cities	in	Zambia	(Kitwe),	Kenya	(Kisumu)	and	
Zimbabwe	(Harare/Epworth).	
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The	main	arguments	of	the	thesis	can	be	recounted	through	a	brief	synopsis	of	
the	preceding	chapters.	Chapter	2	showed	how	scarcity	in	Kenya	–	while	
primarily	driven	by	natural	disasters	such	as	drought,	disease	and	pestilence	–	
was	also	linked	to	the	politics	of	colonial	conquest,	and	the	increasing	presence	
of	both	market	and	state	in	the	region.	Massive	episodes	of	hunger	like	the	Great	
Famine	saw	the	colonial	state	play	a	limited	role	in	providing	relief	–	one	largely	
relying	on	the	initiative	of	local	administrators	plus	other	actors,	like	
missionaries.	In	chapter	3,	I	discussed	the	major	scarcity	of	1918–19:	one	driven	
by	drought	and	aggravated	by	disease,	but	fundamentally	linked	to	the	
conditions	and	state	exactions	of	the	First	World	War.	For	the	first	time,	the	
state’s	response	took	the	form	of	a	centrally	coordinated	production	and	relief	
programme	involving	legislative,	bureaucratic	and	coercive	measures.	These	
relief	efforts	faced	concerted	opposition	from	some	corners	of	the	settler	public,	
who	were	generally	starting	to	find	their	voice	in	demanding	greater	official	
support	for	settler	agriculture,	particularly	with	respect	to	labour	control.	Food	
distribution	by	the	state	favoured	the	entitlements	of	employed	labour.	
	
That	scarcities	and	their	responses	were	increasingly	linked	to	wider	political	
dynamics	and	the	development	of	the	capitalist	market	was	demonstrated	in	
chapter	4,	focusing	on	the	1920s.	By	1929,	following	extended	drought	and	
pestilence,	a	major	episode	of	scarcity	presented	the	formidable	risks	of	inflation	
and	speculation.	Officials	saw	scarcity	as	a	collective	economic	problem	
requiring	emergency	intervention	by	the	central	state	to	control	market	
processes	and	prices.	The	official	response	included	reducing	the	longer-term	
risk	of	scarcity	by	promoting	rural	self-sufficiency	and	developing	transport	
infrastructure.	Chapter	5	indicated	that	scarcities	of	the	1930s	were	still	driven	
by	drought	and	pests,	but	were	also	linked	to	contraction	of	the	settler	economy	
and	wage	employment	stemming	from	the	global	economic	depression.	Scarcity	
was	increasingly	seen	as	a	problem	of	rural	poverty	to	be	met	by	raising	peasant	
productivity	and	cash	income.	Forced	to	defend	their	privileged	position	in	the	
midst	of	patent	economic	failure,	settlers	and	their	official	advocates	began	to	
frame	the	threat	of	food	scarcity	within	an	eco-Malthusian	triptych	that	saw	food	
scarcity	as	systemically	linked	to	dynamic	soil	and	population	problems.	
Meanwhile,	the	imperative	of	fiscal	austerity	meant	central	officials	were	
increasingly	keen	for	‘local	native	councils’	to	shoulder	the	costs	of	famine	relief.	
	
Chapters	6	and	7	focused	on	the	changes	wrought	by	the	Second	World	War.	
Here	a	major	food	shortage	was	driven	by	drought,	but	the	scale	and	urgency	of	
the	shortage	was	fundamentally	determined	by	war	conditions	and	the	nature	of	
the	statutory	marketing	system.	Urban	populations	suffered	equally	if	not	more	
than	those	in	the	countryside.	Officials	saw	food	scarcity	as	a	threat	to	security,	
and	a	risk	to	be	managed	through	marketing	control.	Their	responses	involved	
calculative	and	economic	techniques	to	an	extent	not	seen	previously.	At	the	
same	time,	arguments	around	soil	and	scarcity	were	successfully	deployed	to	
secure	unequal	state	support	for	settler	farmers,	and	drove	a	short-lived	post-
war	revival	of	rural	subsistence	policy.	Wartime	dynamics	established	the	basic	
outlines	of	an	anti-scarcity	system	that,	given	the	failure	to	develop	a	food	policy	
based	on	human	nutritional	needs,	persisted	through	to	the	1950s	State	of	
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Emergency.	Indeed,	I	will	argue	below	that	we	continue	to	see	traces	of	this	
system	in	contemporary	‘food	security’	thought	and	practice.	
	
Across	these	chapters	and	their	respective	time	periods,	I	have	tried	to	highlight	
several	overall	patterns.	I	attempted	to	show	that	the	conception	of	the	problem	
of	scarcity,	the	definition	of	the	state’s	role	and	duty,	plus	the	techniques	used	to	
respond,	all	shifted	in	conjunction	with	the	changing	realities	of	the	food	system	
and	patterns	of	dearth.	For	a	rising	proportion	of	the	population,	hunger	was	
experienced	through	the	market	in	the	form	of	indirect	entitlement	failure:	
exchange	or	‘an	individual’s	position	in	relation	to	the	terms	of	trade’	grew	in	
significance	as	a	cause	of	and	response	to	suffering.888	At	the	same	time,	
scarcities	were	increasingly	governed	through	the	market,	notably	through	
forms	of	producer	support,	consumer	subsidization	and	price	control.	But	this	
process	was	not	quite	so	straightforward.	Commercialized	production	and	
marketized	access	offered	their	own	political	and	economic	risks	for	Africans,	
settlers	and	administrators	alike.	One	result	of	this	ambivalence	was	that	Kenyan	
state	policy	towards	African	agriculture,	like	many	household	strategies,889	
tended	to	swing	between	the	objectives	of	direct	consumption	and	
commercialization,	according	to	what	was	fiscally	and	politically	expedient.	
	
I	have	tried	to	outline	broad	changes	in	the	way	that	the	problem	of	food	scarcity	
was	conceptualized	in	relation	to	the	practices	and	rationalities	of	government.	
While	famine	was	always	seen	as	fundamentally	linked	to	the	misfortunes	of	
nature,	scarcity	was	increasingly	understood	as	a	problem	involving	human	
drivers,	including	cultural	factors	and	market	reactions.	By	the	end	of	the	Second	
World	War,	food	scarcity	was	less	a	natural	calamity	than	a	probable	risk	calling	
for	long-term	mitigating	measures.	For	Kenya,	scarcity	had	ceased	to	be	a	matter	
of	‘bad	luck’.	Food	sufficiency	had	indeed	become	a	domain	of	
‘governmentality’.890	
	
The	duty	and	role	of	the	state	shifted	alongside	these	changes.	In	fact,	one	finds	a	
gradual	transition	from	scarcity	as	a	domain	of	‘duty’	(implying	a	moral	
commitment	of	sorts)	to	one	of	‘responsibility’	(in	the	sense	of	an	
institutionalized	state	of	being	accountable	for,	or	required	to	do	something).	
Initially,	state	relief	functions	were	framed	in	moral	terms:	the	duty	to	prevent	
the	indigent	from	starving,	to	stop	market	speculation	and	cornering,	or	to	
provide	Africans	with	marketing	facilities	and	the	means	of	earning	cash	income.	
But,	over	time,	the	state’s	role	was	increasingly	regarded	as	a	matter	of	
administrative	responsibility,	without	any	significant	moral	injunction.	During	
the	Second	World	War,	officials	talked	about	the	state’s	responsibility	to	‘feed	
labour’	and	ensure	adequate	production	for	local	and	territorial	self-sufficiency.	
In	this	sense,	one	can	say	that	the	state’s	role	was	progressively	responsibilized.	
This	was	driven	by	a	combination	of	moral	notions,	practical	precedents	and	
political-economic	expedients.		
	
																																																								
888	Watts,	Silent	Violence,	p.	310.	
889	Cowen,	‘Commercialization’.	
890	Watts,	Silent	Violence,	p.	lxxvi.	
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Moreover,	we	have	found	that	state	responsibility	was	increasingly,	if	unevenly,	
centralized.	It	was	the	central	state	that	assumed	more	functions	in	relation	to	
the	food	system,	even	if	local	authorities	and	institutions	remained	important	for	
famine	relief.	Its	involvement	grew	in	concert	with	scarcity	being	recognized	as	a	
collective	economic	and	political	problem,	whether	in	the	form	of	inflation	
hurting	consumers,	or	labour	strike	action	shutting	down	essential	industries.	
The	process	was	‘uneven’	in	at	least	three	ways.	First,	in	the	sense	that	the	
centralization	of	market	control	was	often	highly	contested,	which	meant	that	
initial	experiments	(like	the	1929	Food	Control	Board)	could	quickly	lead	to	
reversals	in	policy	and	strategy.	Second,	it	was	uneven	in	the	sense	that	state	
responsibilities	were	directed	asymmetrically	at	different	groups	and	places.	The	
previous	chapter	showed	that	the	specific	nature	of	the	post-Second	World	War	
food	system	in	Kenya	was	marked	by	two,	often	conflicting	domains	of	
responsibility,	each	progressively	established	over	the	preceding	years:	the	first	
entailed	supporting	settler	maize	growers	to	guarantee	adequate	supply,	the	
second	to	feed	labour	and	ensure	their	economic	access	to	food.	Neither	could	
take	priority	over	the	other.	The	state	was	committed	both	to	paying	high	prices	
to	producers,	and	to	subsidizing	consumption.	If	the	dynamics	of	post-war	
Kenyan	politics	were	marked	by	hapless	pursuit	of	the	‘irreconcilable’	objectives	
of	‘intensified	production	and	social	order’,	then	it	is	important	to	recognize	how	
the	politics	of	food	was	central	to	both	aims.891	
	
These	processes	of	centralization	were	uneven	in	a	third	sense,	relating	to	the	
delegation	of	responsibility.	As	central	officials	assumed	more	responsibility	
over	particular	food-related	functions,	they	simultaneously	attempted	to	
delegate	certain	functions	to	individuals	and	other	institutions.	This	included	
relying	on	‘native	authorities’	and	LNCs	to	help	coordinate	and	finance	relief	in	
addition	to	local	anti-famine	and	conservation	efforts.	It	meant	continuing	to	
trust	in	the	capacity	of	local	administrators	to	arrange	relief	supplies,	calling	on	
central	assistance	only	when	absolutely	necessary.	By	the	Second	World	War,	it	
also	included	assigning	individual	subjects	with	the	responsibility	for	their	‘own	
salvation’,	to	‘play	their	part’	in	alleviating	food	shortages.	
	
In	sum,	the	findings	of	the	thesis	depict	a	broad	narrative	of	transformation,	
centring	on	the	mutual	production	of	scarcity,	market	and	government.	In	the	
following	sections,	I	discuss	two	ways	that	this	research	holds	significance:	for	
our	historical	knowledge	of	African	food	scarcity,	on	one	hand,	and	colonial	
government,	on	the	other.	I	point,	firstly,	to	the	political-economic	specificities	of	
Kenyan	history	as	a	way	to	understand	its	place	within	a	wider	history	of	famine	
and	anti-scarcity	government	on	the	continent,	and	to	how	an	‘analysis	of	
government’	contributes	to	this	body	of	historical	knowledge.	Secondly,	I	
introduce	some	ideas	of	how	this	research	might	contribute	to	notions	of	
‘colonial	governmentality’,	as	they	relate	to	Africa	in	particular.	Thirdly,	I	
consider	how	this	work	speaks	to	our	historical	and	theoretical	understanding	of	
food	and	colonial	biopolitics.	This	is	followed	by	a	discussion	of	how	this	
historical	knowledge,	in	turn,	enhances	our	critical	understanding	of	
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contemporary	food	policy	and	practice	in	Africa.	I	conclude	by	considering	on	the	
limitations	of	the	research,	with	some	suggestions	for	future	inquiry.	
	
8.1 Kenya	and	the	history	of	African	food	scarcity	
	
What	does	this	study	of	a	particular	colonial	context,	Kenya,	contribute	to	
historical	knowledge	of	African	famine	and	food	scarcity?	In	the	thesis	
introduction	I	argued	that	this	literature	has	neglected	Kenya	as	a	specific	
empirical	context,	and	has	further	provided	an	incomplete	analysis	of	
government	for	the	problem	of	food	scarcity.	Recognizing	what	this	particular	
history	adds	to	our	empirical	knowledge	means	identifying	areas	where	Kenyan	
experiences	were	similar	or	different	to	those	of	other	African	colonial	contexts.	
Here	I	will	highlight	some	of	these	specificities	along	three	thematic	axes:	
political,	economic	and	spatial.	
	
At	a	broad	level,	the	specificity	of	Kenyan	political	economy	has	to	be	seen	in	
relation	to	its	status	as	a	settler	colony.	The	presence	of	a	food-growing	settler	
community,	with	aspirations	for	self-government,	profoundly	shaped	the	history	
of	land	allocation,	food	production,	famine	relief,	agricultural	policy	and	
marketing	control.892	Likewise,	colonial	rule	in	Kenya	involved	high	degrees	of	
coercive	and	discriminatory	state	intervention	into	African	societies	and	
operations	of	the	market	–	more	so	than	‘peasant	export	economies’	like	Nigeria,	
Ghana	or	Uganda.893	But	Kenya’s	specificity	goes	deeper	than	this.	As	argued	by	
Berman,	Kenya,	unlike	other	settler	colonies	to	the	south,	saw	the	development	
of	‘unusually	strong’	forms	of	African	capitalist	production	that,	despite	
discriminatory	state	policy,	were	able	to	compete	effectively	with	the	estate	
economy.894	The	Kenyan	state	thus	lumbered	within	two	‘internal	and	conflicting	
capitalist	projects’:	the	clash	between	settler	and	metropolitan	interests,	and	that	
between	white	and	African	producers.895	
	
These	processes	of	production	and	accumulation	shaped	how	scarcities	
manifested	in	Kenya,	both	in	spatial	and	social	terms.	Over	time,	it	was	the	areas	
most	affected	by	European	settlement	and	capitalist	development	that	started	to	
experience	the	effects	of	food	shortages	most	consistently	and	acutely.	By	1945,	
it	was	not	only	remote	rural	places	that	regularly	required	state	relief,	but	often	
those,	like	parts	of	Kiambu	and	Ukambani,	where	cash	cropping	was	more	
specialized.	These	Kenyan	dynamics	resemble	those	Iliffe	has	described	for	
Southern	Rhodesia,	but	with	important	differences.896	In	Kenya,	rural	
development	could	proceed	such	that	the	same	reserve	areas	tended	to	supply	
the	most	labour	and	cash	crops.	Rural	economies	in	parts	of	Kikuyu,	Kamba	and	
Nyanza	provinces	were	increasingly	if	unevenly	monetized,	with	food	access	
strategies	increasingly	based	in	market	exchange.	Complex	and	gradated	
processes	of	social	and	household	differentiation	meant	food	shortages	started	
																																																								
892	Mosley,	Settler	Economies.	
893	Ibid.,	pp.	5–8,	236;	Berman,	Control	and	Crisis,	p.	40.	
894	Berman,	Control	and	Crisis,	p.	40.	
895	Ibid.	For	this	argument,	see	also	Lonsdale	and	Berman,	‘Coping’.	
896	Iliffe,	Famine	in	Zimbabwe.	
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to	hurt	the	growing	numbers	of	landless	poor	most.897	It	therefore	seems	likely	
that	the	geographic	and	social	distribution	of	rural	suffering	in	Kenya	took	a	
different,	more	complex	form	than	that	found	in	the	settler	states	of	Southern	
Africa,	where	state	intervention	‘generally	destroyed	any	possibility	of	capitalist	
transition	within	indigenous	societies’.898	Identifying	these	specificities	would	
require	further	research,	but	this	might	prove	a	useful	hypothesis	to	be	probed.	
	
The	strength	of	the	competing	forces	within	Kenya’s	agrarian	economy	also	had	
important	implications	for	official	anti-scarcity	efforts.	Each	‘mode	of	production’	
made	demands	on	colonial	officials	that	profoundly	shaped	their	responses	to	
food	issues.	This	was	clearly	seen	in	the	domain	of	agricultural	production,	the	
persistent	focus	and	outspoken	priority	of	Kenyan	state	policy.	The	question	of	
how	to	‘develop’	the	colony	was	always	caught	in	the	tension	and	rivalry	
between	African	and	settler.	When	depression	struck,	the	‘peasant	option’	could	
be	pursued.899	When	growth	seemed	possible	or	seemed	likely,	‘subsistence’	
production	supplemented	by	wage	income	could	be	invoked	as	the	chief	
objectives	of	African	development.900		
	
This	meant	the	Kenyan	domestic	food	market	was	a	particularly	contested	
terrain,	more	so	from	the	start	of	the	1930s,	when	settler	farmers	enviously	eyed	
the	higher	prices	available	to	Africans	through	their	established	local	markets.	
Settler	appeals	for	state	support	posited	the	unpredictability	of	production	in	the	
reserves,	recounting	the	threat	it	offered	both	to	long-term	food	availability	and	
soil	fertility.	The	need	to	boost	production	during	the	Second	World	War	
provided	them	with	the	argument	and	means	to	secure	a	share	of	that	market;	
those	means	were	quickly	secured	through	the	state	marketing	system.	The	idea	
that	African	maize	growers	were	unreliable	and	harmful	emerged	as	an	
important	aspect	of	Kenyan	political	economy,	and	framed	the	ways	that	officials	
and	settlers	legitimized	their	privileged	claims	to	land	and	market	shares.	
Kenya’s	settler	interests	knew	the	political	value	of	the	‘scare	of	scarcity’	all	too	
well.901	More	so	than	their	counterparts	to	the	south,	they	were	forced	to	use	it	
effectively.	
	
One	further	result	of	these	dynamics	was	that	Kenyan	state	policies	aiming	to	
promote	rural	food	subsistence	and	sufficiency	had	a	particular	political	and	
economic	inflection.	Bryceson	has	argued	that	preventing	famine	emerged	as	the	
focus	of	district	administration	in	Tanganyika	due	to	a	combination	of	existing	
peasant	household	strategies,	ecological	and	economic	realities	(a	lack	of	
valuable	export	crops	that	could	be	grown	by	Africans)	and	a	widely	shared	
official	ideology	of	paternalism.902	In	Kenya,	by	contrast,	policies	for	local	self-
sufficiency	emerged	from	a	different	confluence.	These	included	settler	demands	
for	support	and	protection,	growing	concerns	over	soil	erosion	and	malnutrition,	
																																																								
897	Watts,	Silent	Violence,	p.	273.	
898	Berman,	Control	and	Crisis,	p.	40.	
899	Anderson	and	Throup,	‘Myth’,	p.	329.	
900	Cowen	has	made	this	point	about	the	concept	of	‘subsistence	agriculture’,	‘Commercialization’,	
pp.	199–200.	
901	Mehta,	‘Scare,	Naturalization’.	
902	Bryceson,	‘Food	Insecurity’,	pp.	68–75	and	passim.	
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and	rising	settler	influence	within	the	state	institutional	apparatus.	Briefly,	this	is	
how	it	happened:	During	the	1920s,	promoting	rural	subsistence	and	food	
sufficiency	was	part	of	the	rationale	to	exclude	Africans	from	the	export	market.	
In	the	1930s,	officials	encouraged	Africans	to	crop	maize	to	ensure	local	
sufficiency,	as	well	as	revive	rural	income	and	state	revenue.	Wartime	worries	
over	scarcity	and	soil	erosion	enabled	settler	farmers	to	secure	a	share	of	the	
lucrative	domestic	maize	market	from	the	1940s.	In	each	case,	the	objective	of	
local	food	sufficiency	expressed	a	certain	political	rationale	and	economic	
agenda.		
	
As	for	the	influence	of	paternalistic	ideology,	possibly	the	most	remarkable	
aspect	of	Kenyan	famine	history	is	the	extent	to	which	a	perceived	
administrative	duty	to	prevent	African	starvation	was	tempered	by	liberal	
market	ideology	and	opposition	(or,	at	least,	the	desire	to	avoid	provoking	such)	
from	powerful	elements	of	the	settler	public,	who	saw	in	scarcities	the	
opportunity	to	boost	the	labour	supply	and	make	tidy	profits	from	higher	maize	
prices.	For	officials,	moral	commitments,	economic	prescripts	and	political	
expedience	were	hard	upon	each	other.	Generally,	they	were	forced	to	frame	
anti-famine	efforts	as	developmental	opportunities	–	chances	to	build	new	
communications	infrastructure,	for	example	–	more	than	paternal	moral	
commitments.		
	
These	factors,	perhaps,	help	to	explain	the	Kenyan	preference	for	public	relief	
works	programmes.	These	projects	fulfilled	multiple	objectives.	They	resulted	in	
valuable	infrastructure	that	helped	to	‘open	up’	the	countryside,	and	they	
provided	a	moral	compromise	by	both	instilling	a	will	to	work	in	the	African	
male	and	saving	helpless	African	souls	from	the	‘ancient	wrong’	of	famine.903	In	
India,	such	programmes	were	employed	as	a	‘last	resort’,	only	once	the	doctrine	
of	liberal	political	economy	had	truly	failed,	and	could	attract	stinging	criticism	
in	Britain	for	their	supposed	‘extravagance’	in	saving	‘a	lot	of	black	fellows’.904	
They	were	relatively	uncommon	in	Southern	Rhodesia,	only	appearing	in	the	
1920s.905	In	Kenya,	public	relief	works	were	often	the	first	reaction	of	the	state.	
They	they	effectively	appeased	a	vocal	source	of	internal	political	pressure	while	
assisting	with	the	tricky	business	of	colonial	and	official	legitimation.	In	these	
ways,	the	nature	and	shape	of	Kenyan	anti-scarcity	policies	cannot	be	
understood	without	referring	to	the	specific	political	and	economic	conditions	
through	which	they	emerged.	
	
Other	specificities	of	the	Kenyan	experience	and	government	of	scarcity	can	be	
identified	through	the	specific	historical	and	geographical	dynamics	of	the	food	
market.	In	Kenya,	industries,	administrative	offices,	labour	and	communications	
infrastructure	concentrated	around	the	railway	line	and	its	urban	nodes	in	the	
south-western	quadrant	of	the	country.906	All	goods	and	capital	funnelled	these	
																																																								
903	Hall,	Improvement	of	Native	Agriculture,	p.	60.	
904	Davis,	Late	Victorian	Holocausts,	pp.	36–7,	chapters	1	and	5;	Stahl,	‘Economics	of	Starvation’.	
905	Iliffe	argues	that	the	persistent	demand	for	labour	for	private	enterprises	works	made	relief	
works	an	unattractive	option	in	the	early	years	of	colonial	rule;	Famine	in	Zimbabwe,	chapter	7.	
906	Soja,	Geography	of	Modernization,	p.	29	
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‘narrow	channels’.907	One	result	was	a	market	food	system	in	which	disruptions	
in	one	key	part	could	create	immediate	and	serious	consequences	for	many	
others.	Localized	drought	and	crop	failure	in	a	specific	area,	for	example,	could	
drastically	reduce	the	total	maize	supply	coming	onto	the	private	or	official	
market.	This	could	quickly	drive	up	prices	across	the	territory,	hurting	a	broad	
range	of	‘consumer	interests’	who	in	turn	might	demand	state	intervention	to	
curb	speculation	and	inflation.		
	
As	such,	the	clustered	and	relatively	integrated	makeup	of	this	space-economy	
and	food	system	helped	to	give	Kenyan	food	crises	a	particular	immediacy,	and	a	
particular	kind	of	economic	and	political	charge.	When	considered	in	relation	to	
the	territory’s	agrarian	political	economy,	these	realities	shed	some	light	on	the	
specific	tendencies	of	the	colonial	state.	In	Kenya,	times	of	scarcity	often	forced	
the	state	to	intervene	to	perform	a	delicate	balancing	act	between	different	
interest	groups,	not	least	between	competing	settler	factions.	Officials	tried	to	
ensure	producers	received	a	‘fair	price’,	while	also	attempting	to	protect	the	
household	and	labour	costs	of	consumers.	Unlike	in	the	Rhodesias	or	South	
Africa,	where	mineral	wealth	enabled	employers	to	pay	high	prices	for	protected	
settler	maize,	there	was	no	clear	path	for	Kenyan	officials	to	follow.		
	
These	factors	begin	to	explain	why	Kenyan	responses	to	scarcity	tended	to	be	far	
more	ad	hoc	and	fulminatory	affairs	than	those	of	other	British	African	
governments,	which	often	developed	relatively	sophisticated	(if	unimplemented)	
anti-famine	codes	and	plans.908	In	Kenya,	the	central	administration	would	
spring	into	action	only	when	conditions	were	acute:	when	food	shortages,	as	in	
1929,	threatened	to	derail	the	entire	economic	balance	between	producers	and	
consumers.	When	this	happened,	its	intervention	could	provoke	such	heated	
opposition	(from	those	interests	perceiving	themselves	to	have	been	
disadvantaged	in	some	way)	that	any	further	effort	along	these	lines	could	be	
quickly	and	effectively	discouraged.	As	such,	preventing	and	addressing	food	
scarcity	was	just	one	of	the	domains	in	which	Kenya’s	political	‘stalemate’	was	
felt,	and	in	which	the	state	preferred	to	‘muddle	through’	periodic	crises	rather	
than	developing	any	sort	of	overall	policy.909	Comprehensive	and	targeted	
interventions	were	only	possible	on	the	rare	occasions	when	settler	and	official	
interests	aligned,	as	with	African	marketing	control	during	the	1930s.	
	
The	divided	nature	of	Kenyan	political	economy	had	specific	implications	for	the	
government	of	scarcity.	The	Kenyan	state’s	‘cooptive	corporatist’	strategy	(or,	
rather,	non-strategy)	to	deal	with	the	colonial	society’s	sharp	internal	tensions	
came	to	mark	its	functions	in	relation	to	famine	relief	and	food	production.910	
Not	only	that,	but	arguments	and	practices	around	food	scarcity	played	a	key	
role	in	constituting	this	corporatist	agenda.	In	this	respect,	the	1929	Food	
Control	Board	was	an	early	(if	unsuccessful)	experiment	in	political	corporatism.	
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Moreover,	during	the	Second	World	War,	it	was	food	issues	that	enabled	the	
‘corporatist	planner’s	heaven’	to	be	designed	and	implemented	in	the	form	of	
institutions	like	the	Agricultural	Production	and	Settlement	Board.911	In	Kenya,	
food	control	was	invariably	invested	in	such	boards	rather	than	specific	
individuals.	The	choice	of	an	individual	‘famine	controller’	held	too	many	
political	risks	in	relation	to	the	strength	of	the	competing	economic	interests	
affected	by	scarcity.		
	
Political	and	economic	factionalism	came	to	bear	on	food	problems	in	other	
ways.	One	was	that	Kenyan	responses	to	scarcity	tended	to	consist	of	fragmented	
sectoral	interventions	pursued	without	any	coherent	strategic	oversight.	This	
was	clear	in	the	anti-scarcity	system	that	emerged	and	stabilized	during	the	
Second	World	War:	maize	production	would	have	to	be	increased	through	high	
guaranteed	prices,	and	adequate	food	access	would	have	to	be	ensured	through	
subsidization.	Both	settler	maize	growers	and	urban	labour	were	appeased:	the	
first	through	a	corporatist	coterie	of	production	committees	operating	with	state	
financial	guarantees;	the	second,	a	more	‘welfarist’	domain,	managed	by	Labour	
and	Native	Affairs	departments.	Kenyan	officials,	consequently,	could	never	take	
the	steps	called	for	by	the	Food	Shortage	Commission,	to	intervene	to	
significantly	shift	consumer	demand	away	from	maize.	The	state	was	too	
invested	in	the	maize	industry,	financially	and	politically,	to	let	it	falter.	Settlers	
were	too	reliant	on	state	support	to	allow	a	biochemist	‘nutrition	officer’	free	
reign	to	set	their	economic	fate	with	agricultural	policies	centred	on	‘human	
needs’.	Kenyan	food	policy	was,	in	more	ways	than	one,	designed	by	committee.	
	
The	picture	that	emerges	of	Kenya’s	experiences	with	food	scarcity	and	
government	suggests	that	it	shared	in	many	of	the	trends	seen	elsewhere	in	
British	Africa,	fitting	between	some	of	the	more	extreme	cases.	Kenyan	dynamics	
were	similar	to	those	of	settler	colonies	to	the	south	–	marketing	boards,	
‘powerful	farm	lobbies’,	price	supports	for	European	growers	–	but	it	lacked	
significant	reserves	of	mineral	wealth,	and	the	political	and	economic	power	of	
its	settler	community	was	more	curtailed,	complicated	by	the	strength	of	African	
commercial	production.912	Many	Kenyan	food	and	marketing	policies	resembled	
those	of	peasant-led	economies	like	Tanganyika,	but	with	more	state	control	and	
settler	bias.913	Against	this	backdrop,	Kenyan	famine	history	appears	as	a	
bricolage	of	forces	and	effects:	similar	in	many	respects,	uniquely	Kenyan	in	
others.		
	
Up	to	this	point	I	have	discussed	the	specificity	of	Kenyan	experiences	of	scarcity	
and	government	in	relation	to	those	of	other	African	settings.	Now	I	wish	to	
reflect,	briefly,	on	how	an	approach	to	the	‘analysis	of	government’	can	
contribute	to	the	history	of	food	scarcity	in	Africa.	My	point	is	that	a	perspective	
seeing	food	scarcity	as	governmentalized	allows	one	to	understand	precisely	the	
relationship	between	the	colonial	state,	in	its	emerging	forms,	and	the	wider	field	
of	strategies	and	means	employed	to	govern	food	problems.	One	can	also	see	
how	this	relationship	changed	in	space	and	time.	Take	famine	relief	as	an	
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example.	At	the	start	of	the	twentieth	century,	relief	practices	involved	a	whole	
range	of	actors	and	institutions,	including	missionaries,	philanthropists,	private	
traders	and,	increasingly,	the	state.	Even	when	the	state	was	involved,	actual	
efforts	often	relied	on	local	initiative	rather	than	central	coordination.	
Ultimately,	such	practices	were	intended	as	much	as	a	way	of	‘breaking	the	
corner’	and	managing	inflation	as	of	saving	the	rural	indigent.	Similar	points	can	
be	made	of	state	marketing	control,	a	system	built	upon	pre-existing	networks	of	
producers,	traders,	marketing	organizations	and	infrastructures.	State	
responsibilities	and	entitlements	emerged	from	within	this	wider	field	of	
governmental	practices	in	an	uneven	way,	as	certain	aspects	of	the	food	system	
became	more	or	less	problematic.	They	came	to	concern	the	conduct	of	people	
and	arrangements	of	space	in	different	ways,	at	different	times,	for	different	
aims.	Labour	control,	‘better’	African	agriculture,	communications	development,	
increased	maize	production,	soil	conservation,	wartime	wage	bonuses,	
nutritionally-informed	consumption	–	scarcity,	as	a	kind	of	political	discourse	
and	technology,	circulated	between	all	these	fields,	plus	others.	
	
Anti-scarcity	practices	in	Kenya	therefore	took	shape	under	specific	discursive,	
political,	economic	and	cultural	conditions.	Certain	ideas	and	ways	of	responding	
to	food	problems	informed	subsequent	responses	to	the	same	or	related	issues.	
The	thesis	has	captured	at	least	three	dynamics	to	this	process.	The	first	relates	
to	the	importance	of	memory	and	reflexivity.	I	have	described	moments	when	
governing	actors	recounted	memories	of	past	scarcities,	as	well	as	the	results	of	
previous	interventions,	and	used	these	recollections	to	justify	their	
contemporary	actions.914	Second,	I	have	shown	that	many	of	the	practices	and	
objects	used	to	control	food	scarcity	had	been	borrowed	from	other	domains	of	
government	and	repurposed.	This	included	customs	duties	and	import-export	
controls,	the	‘native	authority’	system,	labour	rationing,	KFA	marketing	facilities,	
and	so	on.	And	third,	I	have	noted	that	scarcity-related	techniques	helped	to	
constitute	some	of	the	practices	applied	in	other	domains	of	government.	Anti-
scarcity	movement	controls	and	‘betterment’	programmes,	for	example,	laid	the	
foundation	for	later	production	and	marketing	policies.	Problems	of	food	and	soil	
scarcity	were	central	to	the	strategies	and	objectives	formulated	for	schemes	of	
post-war	‘development’.	Moreover,	such	problems	played	a	critical	role	in	the	
emergence	of	relatively	capacitated	state	institutions	capable	of	planning	and	
implementing	those	schemes.		
	
Given	these	kinds	of	dynamics,	the	government	of	food	problems	in	Kenya	
cannot	be	seen	only	as	the	functions	of	a	state	determined	by	the	contradictory	
articulation	of	competing	‘capitalist	projects’.915	Neither	were	they	simply	the	
expressions	of	grand	ideological	or	political	visions	of	planning	and	social	
																																																								
914	For	a	discussion	of	the	place	and	study	of	reflexivity	within	governmentality,	see	Li,	
‘Governmentality’,	p.	277.		
915	For	this	basic	argument,	see	Berman,	Control	and	Crisis;	Berman	and	Lonsdale,	Unhappy	
Valley;	Watts,	Silent	Violence.	My	problem	does	not	lie	with	the	core	argument,	that	the	actions	of	
colonial	officials	were	caught	within	conflicting	and	contradictory	forces.	Rather,	I	am	concerned	
with	the	implications	of	a	rigid	theoretical	definition	of	the	state	and	political	power	for	how	we	
think	about	the	historical	government	of	something	like	food.	
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transformation.916	Both	perspectives	would	fail	to	account	adequately	for	the	
origins	or	development	of	certain	kinds	of	governmental	rationalities,	practices	
and	subjectivities	surrounding	food	problems.	Rather,	a	historical	analysis	of	
government	calls	our	attention	to	the	ways	in	which	governing	arrangements	
may	be	‘pulled	together	from	an	existing	repertoire,	a	matter	of	habit,	accretion	
and	bricolage’.917	It	enjoins	us	to	recognize	the	events	and	cyclical	processes	
through	which	issues	become	problems,	problems	enjoin	practices,	and	practices	
produce	effects.	It	means,	too,	that	we	can	take	food	scarcities	and	practices	
seriously	as	problems	through	which	the	objects,	institutions,	rationalities	and	
practices	of	governing	were,	and	are,	constituted.918	In	accounting	for	these	
dynamics,	we	can	avoid	writing	a	history	of	colonial	government	that	takes	the	
state	as	an	a	priori	subject.	Instead,	we	might	understand	the	precise	ways	in	
which	different	actors	and	agencies	–	states,	markets	and	subjects	included	–	
have	been	unevenly	and	differentially	governmentalized.919	
	
These	points	lead	us	to	consider	the	more	general	implications	of	this	research,	
with	its	specific	focus	on	the	problematization	of	food	scarcity,	for	our	
knowledge	and	understanding	of	African	colonial	governmentality.	This	is	the	
focus	of	the	following	section,	wherein	I	highlight	food’s	utility	as	a	category	of	
critical	historical	analysis.	
	
8.2 Governmentalities	of	the	colonial	
	
What	can	a	historical	focus	on	the	problematization	of	food	scarcity	tell	us	about	
the	nature	of	colonial	government	in	Kenya	and	Africa?	I	argue,	firstly,	that	such	
a	focus	sheds	light	on	the	particular	‘politics	of	population’	expressed	by	African	
colonial	governments	like	that	of	Kenya,	including	the	impact	of	a	Malthusian	
paradigm	of	scarcity,	population	and	crisis	on	the	notions	and	practices	of	
administration.	Secondly,	I	argue	that	this	focus	provides	a	novel	and	nuanced	
understanding	of	the	multiple	kinds	of	rationalities,	techniques	and	spatialities	
constituting	colonial	rule.		
	
What,	then,	does	a	critical	historical	analysis	of	food	scarcity	reveal	about	a	
colonial	‘politics	of	population’	in	Africa?	By	this,	I	mean	the	various	ways	in	
which	colonial	rule	was	(or	was	not)	oriented	towards	‘population’	as	a	real-
world	process,	and	as	an	object	to	be	known	and	governed.	Indeed,	the	history	of	
the	problematization	of	food	scarcity	reveals	the	full	force	of	what	Dean	refers	to	
as	the	‘Malthus	Effect’	on	the	problematics	and	modes	of	colonial	government	in	
Kenya.920	This	was	a	mode	of	governing	that	assumed	and	worked	against	
definite	limits	of	natural	and	economic	resources	(whether	minerals,	humus,	
water,	food,	or	capital)	in	order	to	avert	a	crisis	of	subsistence.	It	was	a	mode	
built	on	the	fundamental	concern	of	how	to	regulate	human	beings’	place	in	the	
																																																								
916	Li	makes	this	critique	with	particular	reference	to	the	work	of	J.	C.	Scott;	‘Governmentality’,	p.	
276.	
917	Li,	‘Governmentality’,	p.	276.	
918	For	a	similar	argument,	see	Vernon,	Hunger,	chapter	9,	here	p.	273.	
919	Death,	‘Governmentality	at	the	Limits’,	p.	785.	
920	Dean,	‘Malthus	Effect’.	
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biosphere,	of	how	to	manage	the	disequilibrium	between	‘human	procreative	
power’	and	the	power	of	the	growth	of	the	means	of	subsistence.921		
	
From	the	thesis	findings,	one	can	note	several	important	dimensions	of	this	so-
called	Malthus	Effect	as	it	was	felt	in	Kenya.	One,	it	is	evident	that	Malthusian	
notions	of	scarcity	and	population	were	often	overlaid	on	existing	problems,	and	
could	run	against	established	ways	of	thinking	and	acting,	such	as	official	notions	
of	the	paternalistic	moral	duty	to	relieve	suffering,	or	the	politics	of	rural	district	
collaboration.	Second,	expressions	of	Malthusian	ideas	were	fundamentally	
shaped	by	the	relations	and	conflicts	of	Kenyan	political	economy	–	one	example	
being	the	notion	that	only	African	workers	on	settler	farms	should	be	fed	by	the	
state,	others,	showing	less	‘industry’,	should	not	(see	chapters	3	and	4).	Third,	
and	related	to	the	foregoing,	the	Malthusian	thematic	was	multivalent,	
circulating	between	very	different	registers	and	arguments.	It	could	be	deployed	
in	an	anti-statist	context	(as	with	arguments	launched	against	the	Food	Control	
Board	in	1929)	and	as	part	of	the	logic	of	central	government	control	(as	with	
arguments	made	in	favour	of	maize	marketing	control	in	the	1930s).922	So,	a	
large	degree	of	rhetorical	versatility	was	possible	within	the	Malthusian	
paradigm.	
	
Fourth,	we	have	seen	that	the	Malthus	Effect	generated	different	modes	for	the	
government	of	food	problems.	On	one	hand,	there	emerged	a	biopolitical	interest	
in	regulating	scarcity	through	the	processes	and	mechanisms	of	the	market.	This	
was	a	calculative	mode	of	governing	that	aimed	to	guarantee	a	food	supply	for	
non-producing	populations,	especially	labour.	It	also	involved	attending	to	the	
nutritional	value	of	labour	rations,	as	well	as	the	spending	and	consumer	habits	
of	the	increasingly	urbanized	workforce.	The	objective	was	the	efficient	
conversion	of	potential	into	actual	labour-power.923	Food	and	the	state’s	control	
of	food	supplies	were	thus	mobilized	to	secure	the	productivity	of	the	working	
population	and	capitalist	economy	as	a	whole.	Moreover,	as	an	anti-scarcity	
strategy,	this	mode	of	biopolitics	was	integrally	related	to	the	political	and	
economic	objectives	of	developing	agricultural	industries	and	trade	in	Kenya,	
especially	in	the	case	of	settler-grown	maize.	It	was	thus	caught	directly	within	
the	political-economic	struggles	that	raged	between	different	factions	of	settler	
industry,	as	well	as	those	between	African	and	settler	producers.	This	was	a	
mode	of	governing	that	sought	to	work	through	the	free	economic	subject,	or	the	
‘subject	of	interest’:	one	capable	of	exercising	‘autonomous	choice’	on	the	
market,	of	being	conducted	through	their	incentives	and	desire	for	self-
improvement.924		
	
Alongside	this	paradigm,	food	scarcity	problems	were	also	at	the	heart	of	the	
emergence,	in	Kenya	as	in	other	colonial	settings,	of	a	different	form	of	
biopolitics	–	one	that	Dean	might	term	‘genopolitics’:	a	form	that	centred	on	‘the	
recurrent	problematization	of	the	very	reproductive	capacity	of	the	human	
																																																								
921	Dean,	‘Malthus	Effect’,	p.	21.	
922	Dean	notes	similar	variations	in	the	forms	of	the	Malthusian	problematic	on	a	wider	global	
level;	‘Malthus	Effect’,	p.	35.	
923	Mukherjee,	Hunger.	
924	Dean,	‘Malthus	Effect’,	pp.	23,	35.	
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species’,	and	which	channelled	governmental	interventions	into	the	lives	of	the	
vulnerable	and	poor	of	society.925	By	contrast	to	the	calculative,	market-based	
approach	described	above,	this	genopolitics	operated	at	a	wider	scale,	with	a	
rural	focus,	and	relied	more	on	practices	of	coercion	and	discipline.	It	involved	
promoting	certain	kinds	of	subsistence	and	commercial	agriculture	so	as	to	
prevent	mortality	from	famine,	or	ill-health	from	malnutrition.	Thus	it	sought	to	
encourage	population	growth	(and	reproduction	of	the	total	supply	of	migrant	
labour)	in	areas	where	it	was	needed,	while	raising	standards	of	living	in	places	
already	hosting	a	population	surplus.	This,	then,	was	a	biopolitics	of	population	
that	blurred	the	lines	between	biology,	economy	and	ecology,	encompassing	and	
addressing	itself	to	a	broad	range	of	‘forms	of	life’	(including	plant,	animal,	wage	
labourer,	rural	smallholder)	and	the	material	conditions	that	worked	to	sustain	
them	(minerals,	humus,	terrain,	water,	property,	capital,	and	so	on).926	It	was	a	
mode	of	government	that	attempted	to	create	and	govern	through	the	
responsible,	provident	subject.	When	the	latter	was	seen	to	be	absent,	legal	
powers	of	compulsion	could	be	invoked.	
	
This	last	observation	leads	to	the	fifth,	and	final,	point.	That	is,	although	these	
two	paradigms	were	built	upon	certain	notions	of	the	governable	subject,	those	
views	of	subjectivity	were	curtailed	and	contradictory	in	various	ways.	Africans	
could	not	be	treated	as	full	economic	subjects,	collectively	capable	of	delivering	
harmonious	results	(that	is,	the	general	interest	of	the	population)	through	self-
interest,	competition	and	autonomous	choice,	because	they	simply	would	not	
respond	to	price	and	income	incentives	in	the	manner	expected	–	as	noted	in	
chapter	6,	Africans	could	simultaneously	be	seen	as	too	responsive	to	prices,	not	
responsive	enough,	or	responsive	in	a	‘perverse’	way.	The	African	maize	farmer,	
for	one,	could	rarely	be	trusted	to	produce	for	commercial	profit,	as	they	might	
drive	nearer	a	Malthusian	crisis	by	short-sightedly	exploiting	the	soil	for	profit.	
Likewise,	Africans	could	not	be	treated	as	full	responsible	subjects	because	they	
were	too	rooted	in	customs	and	tradition,	like	the	infamous	‘cattle	complex’,	in	
order	to	enjoy	a	proper	capacity	for	foresight	and	futurity.	In	both	cases,	the	
African	was	a	subject	to	be	reformed,	or	if	necessary	compelled.	For,	if	the	
objective	of	colonial	officials	was	to	govern,	in	part,	through	people’s	interests,	
‘autonomous	choices’,	or	through	their	capacity	for	providence,	then	African	
people	first	had	to	be	made	to	learn	what	to	desire,	how	to	choose,	and	how	to	
plan.927	Indeed,	it	was	the	clash	between	these	two	paradigms	of	government	–	
between	market	and	Malthus	–	as	they	were	mobilized	in	specific	situations	and	
problems,	that	resulted	in	some	of	the	key	ambiguities	surrounding	colonial	
notions	of	African	subjectivity.	
	
The	two	principal	themes	of	food	and	biopolitical	government,	described	above,	
emerged	alongside	one	another,	and	operated	within	the	coordinates	of	a	wider	
Malthusian	thematic	of	scarcity,	population	and	imminent	crisis.	Sometimes	one	
could	take	prominence	over	the	other	in	official	policy:	a	market-based	logic,	for	
example,	could	prevail	over	that	of	subsistence,	as	in	the	early	1930s,	during	the	
Second	World	War,	and	from	the	late	1940s.	Nevertheless,	they	coexisted,	as	
																																																								
925	Ibid.,	p.	35.	
926	Ibid.,	p.	36.	
927	Ibid.,	p.	28.	
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pieces	of	a	larger	governmental	puzzle:	how	to	satisfy	moral	commitments	to	
relieve	suffering;	how	to	ensure	political	stability;	how	to	depress	the	costs	of	
social	reproduction;	and	how	to	overcome	political	and	economic	conflicts	
between	settler	factions,	state	and	African	groups.	
	
I	now	wish	to	step	back,	and	reflect	briefly	on	what	food	scarcity	tells	us	about	
the	particular	kinds	of	‘politics	of	population’	expressed	in	Kenya	versus	those	
found	in	other	British	colonial	settings.	Let	us	consider	colonial	India.	The	
subcontinental	famines	of	the	nineteenth	century	arguably	provided	the	
conditions	through	which	‘population’	could	emerge	as	an	object	of	knowledge	
and	‘modern’	government.928	Through	discourses	surrounding	famine,	Kapalgam	
argues,	the	colonial	Indian	government	‘sought	to	establish	a	numerical	
discourse	linking	population,	resources	and	wealth’.929	As	Indian	officials	
attempted	to	understand	famine	in	terms	of	the	statistical	‘fluctuations	and	
peculiarities’	of	population	and	wealth,	their	governmental	efforts	targeted	
human	fertility	and	reproduction.930	The	sexuality	of	vulnerable	and	poor	
subjects	became	the	key	interface	of	colonial	government.	
	
In	Kenya,	by	contrast,	officials	made	very	little	effort	to	understand	the	dynamics	
of	famine	and	scarcity	in	numerical	terms.	Even	during	the	Second	World	War,	
when	East	African	food	scarcity	became	a	local	and	imperial	priority,	colonial	
administrators	knew	remarkably	little	about	the	statistical	dynamics	of	
population	in	the	territory,	even	for	the	relatively	well-documented	foreign	
communities.	Moreover,	rather	than	attempting	to	understand	how	scarcity	was	
precisely	linked	to	overall	dynamics	of	population	and	economy,	Kenyan	officials	
and	settlers	were	more	interested	in	blaming	African	farmers	for	their	own	
miseries.	It	was	the	African	agriculturalist’s	‘lack	of	skill’,	as	the	Land	
Commission	put	it	in	1934,	that	made	land	and	resource	scarcity	a	problem	in	
the	first	place.	The	solutions	proposed	by	officials	targeted	agricultural	
production	rather	than	biological	reproduction.931	Put	differently,	Kenyan	
authorities	attempted	to	secure	the	means	of	subsistence,	and	hence	the	
reproduction	of	life	and	labour-power,	by	conducting	African	agricultural	and	
dietetic	practices,	rather	than	by	intervening	in	the	‘race-sex	nexus’,	as	in	
India.932	
	
Why	should	this	have	been	so?	I	suggest	just	one	hypothesis:	In	Kenya,	the	threat	
and	government	of	food	scarcity	–	an	implied	Malthusian	result	of	soil	
degradation	and	population	pressure	–	was	specifically	enrolled	within	the	
political	economy	of	resource	allocation.	It	formed	part	of	the	answers	that	
colonizers	sought	for	troubling	political	questions	around	land	alienation,	
																																																								
928	Hodges,	‘Governmentality,	Population’,	pp.	1158–9.	
929	Kapalgam,	Rule	by	Numbers,	pp.	162–6.	
930	Hodges,	‘Governmentality,	Population’,	p.	1158.	
931	Ittmann	notes	that	the	Colonial	Office	showed	increasing	interest	in	African	demographic	
planning,	particularly	from	the	start	of	the	1940s,	and	partly	as	a	result	of	food	shortages	during	
and	following	the	war.	In	Kenya,	official	and	settler	concerns	over	population	pressure	in	the	
African	reserves	grew	in	this	period.	However,	despite	this	interest,	the	emphasis	of	anti-scarcity	
policy	and	intervention	still	lay	on	the	side	of	bolstering	food	production	and	availability	rather	
than	family	planning	and	birth	control;	‘Population	Question’,	pp.	68–9.	
932	Arondekar,	For	the	Record,	p.	14.	
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property	ownership	and	agricultural	production.933	Population,	as	a	concept,	
mainly	held	a	rhetorical	relation	to	food	scarcity,	rather	than	providing	a	
calculative	means	to	manage	and	govern	famine.	Together,	they	helped	
constitute	the	rationale	to	reserve	the	boundaries	of	the	White	Highlands,	and	to	
intervene	in	and	extend	state	and	market	control	over	the	reserves.	Accordingly,	
the	Kenyan	official	response	to	famine	relied	more	upon	the	genopolitics	of	rural	
‘betterment’	and	subsistence	than	any	attempt	to	quantify,	understand	and	
control	the	overall	economic	and	biological	processes	discoverable	within	the	
population.	
	
These	findings	lend	weight	to	the	argument	that	‘modern’	forms	of	liberal	
governmentality,	or	at	least	those	depending	on	a	detailed	knowledge	of	
population,	were	highly	circumscribed	in	African	colonial	contexts.	Famines,	
along	with	health	crises,	were	some	of	the	few	occasions	when	the	‘politics	of	
population’	did	become	more	central	and	overt	as	an	aspect	of	colonial	state	
policy.934	However,	the	Kenyan	case	confirms	that	such	crises	did	not	typically	
result	in	a	significant	elaboration	of	the	‘knowledge	capacities’	of	the	state.935	
Moreover,	even	when	officials	worried	about	food	availability	and	distribution	at	
a	more	territorial	scale,	as	during	the	Second	World	War,	their	concern	targeted	
the	security	of	specific	groups,	according	to	specific	economic	and	political	
objectives:	government	labour,	‘essential’	industries,	troops,	and	so	on.	The	vast	
majority	of	Kenyans	were	left	to	get	by	with	very	little,	if	anything,	by	way	of	
state	assistance,	or	they	actively	suffered	from	state	exactions.	As	such,	by	
examining	colonial	responses	to	problems	such	as	food	scarcity,	one	can	gain	a	
better	sense	of	how	a	colonial	biopolitics	in	Africa,	while	aiming	to	secure	the	
reproductive	capacity	of	the	range	of	forms	of	life	constituting	the	population,	
nonetheless	enjoyed	a	patchy	and	inconsistent	governmental	reach,	with	varying	
degrees	of	intensity,	over	complexes	of	‘people	and	things’.	
	
Yet	this	begs	the	question:	how	did	people	govern	in	Africa,	if	not	through	the	
various	fluctuations	discoverable	within	the	population?	Here	I	suggest	that	food	
can	be	a	particularly	useful	lens	in	responding	to	this	question.	Indeed,	in	the	
previous	section,	I	made	the	point	that	food	problems	can	and	should	be	taken	
seriously	as	constituting	the	objects,	institutions,	rationalities	and	practices	of	
government.	Food	touched	on	a	range	of	serious	governmental	problems,	
perhaps	more	so	than	other	(better-studied)	domains	of	colonial	governmental	
interest	like	sexuality	and	medicine.936	It	is	precisely	food’s	salience	as	a	political,	
economic	and	cultural	issue	that	makes	it	a	key	entry	point	to	understand	how	
different	governmental	logics	and	practices	were	combined	within	programmes	
of	colonial	rule.	Food	is	an	ideal	domain	through	which	to	examine	the	uneven	
combination	of	coercive	strategies	with	more	disciplinary	as	well	as	market-
based	techniques,	and	how	these	arrangements	shifted	over	time.937	Rather	than	
exaggerating	the	importance	of	‘liberal’	ideas	and	practices	within	a	supposed	
‘colonial	modernity’	or,	conversely,	staking	the	colonial	limits	to	‘modern’	
																																																								
933	Dörnemann,	‘Seeing	Population’;	Elden,	Birth	of	Territory.	
934	Pesek,	‘Foucault	Hardly	Came	to	Africa’,	pp.	45–7.	
935	Curtis,	The	Politics	of	Population.	
936	Stoler,	Race	and	the	Education	of	Desire;	Carnal	Knowledge;	Vaughan,	Curing	Their	Ills.	
937	Death,	‘Governmentality	at	the	limits’.	
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techniques,	examining	food	problems	may	help	us	to	understand	precisely	how	
people	governed	in	colonial	Africa.	They	may	have	sought	the	production	of	
‘racialized	political	subjects’	in	some	key	respects,	but	they	also	sought	to	foster	
particular	kinds	of	economic	subjectivity.938	African	colonial	government	often	
operated	through	‘repressive’	and	‘objectifying’	forms	of	power,939	but	it	also	
targeted	the	subjective	behaviours,	habits,	interests	and	desires	of	those	being	
governed.	That	was	so	even	if	these	governable	factors	(and	the	population	as	a	
whole)	were	grasped	through	the	frames	of	race	and	ethnicity,	and	if	
expectations	of	African	subjectivity	were	riddled	by	all	manner	of	contradiction.	
Understanding	these	intersections	and	specificities	is	critical	to	developing	our	
historical	and	theoretical	understanding	of	past	and	present	problems,	including	
those	related	to	food.	
	
In	addition,	a	food	lens	provides	a	novel	way	to	think	about	how	techniques	used	
to	govern	society	intersected	with	those	targeting	space.	In	this	thesis,	the	
empirical	and	analytical	emphasis	was	on	the	social	aspects	of	government	–
practices	directed	at	and	attempting	to	shape	the	conduct	of	people.	However,	at	
various	points	I	have	indicated	how	space	featured	in	those	processes.	I	showed	
that,	from	the	1920s,	officials	attempted	to	manage	scarcity	and	trade	by	
designating	and	extending	their	control	over	the	space	of	the	food	market	and	
the	African	reserve.	I	described,	also,	how	the	1930s	saw	food	scarcity	brought	
into	a	spatial	relationship	with	problems	of	marketing	and	trade,	population	
pressure	and	soil	degradation.	In	Kenya,	territorial	techniques	used	to	manage	
scarcity	were	enrolled	within	the	political	economy	of	land	and	production,	and	
took	a	range	of	forms.	These	forms	included	calculative	planning	of	maize	
plantings,	population	density	and	carrying	capacity;	instruction	and	training	of	
African	farmers	in	‘better’	techniques	of	land	husbandry;	as	well	as	direct	
coercive	intervention	through	enclosure,	destocking	or	terracing	programmes.	
As	such,	by	studying	the	techniques	applied	to	a	vital	domain	such	as	food,	one	is	
ideally	positioned	to	understand	the	specific	imbrications	of	biopolitical	and	
geopolitical	problems	and	practices	underpinning	colonial	government.940	
	
Given	these	points,	the	kind	of	genealogical	understanding	of	colonial	
government	presented	here,	assembled	around	the	specific	issue	of	food	scarcity	
in	Kenya,	seems	well	suited	to	avoid	the	potential	pitfalls	of	an	‘essentialized’	
notion	of	‘colonial	governmentality’,	or	a	monolithic	reading	colonialism	as	a	
‘grid	to	read	the	effects	of	colonial	domination	on	subject	populations’.941	It	
warns	against	too	easily	resorting	to	abstract	and	generalizing	notions	of	
colonial	governmentality	as	containing	an	‘internal	coherence’,	rooted	in	a	
‘libidinal	economy’	of	violent	and	coercive	state	control,	in	order	to	explain	
actual	processes	of	colonial	rule	and	socio-political	change.942	Moreover,	one	can	
see	that	the	spatialities	and	spatial	practices	of	colonial	government	did	not	
																																																								
938	Frederiksen,	‘Authorizing’,	p.	3.	
939	Vaughan,	Curing	Their	Ills,	p.	203.	
940	An	argument	I	have	made	in	Duminy,	‘Ecologizing	Regions’.	
941	Wickramasinghe,	‘Colonial	Governmentality’,	p.	34.	
942	See,	for	example,	Fanon,	Wretched	of	the	Earth,	chapter	1;	Hartman,	‘Venus	in	Two	Acts’,	p.	5;	
Mbembe,	‘Necropolitics’,	p.	24;	On	the	Postcolony,	chapters	1,	3	and	5;	McClintock,	Imperial	
Leather,	p.	56.	
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simply	involve	the	extension	of	violent	or	disciplinary	practices	(characteristic	of	
enclosed,	divided	spaces	such	as	the	plantation)	to	the	wider	population	and	
territory.943	In	colonial	Kenya,	for	example,	the	market	emerged	as	a	particular	
kind	of	governable	space,	with	a	distinct	topology	and	mode	of	territorialization,	
when	contrasted	with	the	space	of	the	African	reserve:	the	former	operating	
through	the	infrastructures,	places	and	techniques	of	political	economy;	the	
latter	through	the	hybrid	politics	of	district	collaboration,	through	subjective	
categories	of	ethnic	and	racial	difference,	through	coercive	terracing	and	
terraforming,	through	demonstration	and	training.	Developing	an	adequate	
understanding	the	nature	of	colonial	power	means	recognizing	and	examining	
these	specificities.		
	
In	sum,	I	am	suggesting	that	the	value	of	examining	the	historical	
problematization	of	issues	such	as	food	scarcity,	through	an	empirically-biased	
‘analytics	of	government’,944	is	the	capacity	to	recognize	how	processes	of	
colonial	government	emerged	and	operated	through	multiple	kinds	and	
combinations	of	rationalities	and	practices,	with	differing	objectives	and	
effects.945	This	raises	important	questions	about	how	‘colonial	governmentality’	
is	theorized	and	mobilized	in	historical	and	contemporary	analysis	of	Africa.	In	
this	thesis	I	have	been	driven	to	examine	the	actual	‘governmentalities	of	the	
colonial’	surrounding	food	scarcity	problems,	rather	than	understanding	these	
problems	by	applying	a	prefigured	notion	of	‘colonial	governmentality’.	I	believe	
this	approach	to	be	closer	to	Foucault’s	own	commitment	to	practising	a	form	of	
historical	nominalism,	to	seeing	histories	as	contingencies	of	events	and	effects	
rather	than	expressions	of	universal	forces	and	contradictions,	while	also	
engaging	in	an	inductive	mode	of	conceptual	analysis	and	elaboration.	But	there	
are	also	specific	advantages	accruing	to	such	an	approach	for	African	
scholarship,	which	may	of	interest	to	those	engaged	in	a	wider	postcolonial	
critique	of	governmentality	studies.	Indeed,	uncovering	the	specificities	of	the	
governing	rationalities	and	techniques	that	were	actually	expressed	in	various	
African	settings	would	be	a	critical	step	to	writing	a	history	of	government	
beyond	the	normative	frames	and	narratives	of	Europe	or	the	global	North.	It	
might,	too,	help	to	challenge	South	Asia’s	coronal	position	in	the	canon	of	
colonial	governmentality	studies.	
	
In	the	following	section,	I	take	this	discussion	further,	and	focus	on	a	related	but	
distinct	issue.	I	reflect,	in	particular,	on	what	this	work	might	contribute	to	an	
understanding	of	the	relation	between	food,	biopolitics	and	colonialism.	
	
8.3 Food	and	colonial	biopolitics	
	
That	Foucault’s	analyses	of	the	historical	emergence	of	political	techniques	in	
Europe	paid	far	less	attention	to	the	dynamics	of	colonial	settings	is	a	well-
established	argument.946	In	the	realm	of	food	scarcity	this	is	clear.	Colonial	
																																																								
943	Redfield,	‘Foucault	in	the	Tropics’.	
944	Death,	‘Governmentality	at	the	Limits’,	especially	p.	786.	
945	Barnett,	‘Culture,	Geography’.	
946	See,	for	example,	Pesek,	‘Foucault	Hardly	Came	to	Africa’.	
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settings	in	twentieth-century	Africa	experienced	something	different	from	that	
Foucault	described	for	early	modern	France	and	Europe.	Kenya,	for	example,	did	
not	see	a	straightforward,	gradual	displacement	of	a	‘moral	economy	of	hunger’	
(with	the	market	subject	to	strict	state	regulation)	towards	a	‘political	economy	
of	food	security’	that	promoted	food	supply	and	access	through	the	operations	
and	mechanisms	of	the	market.947	Kenya’s	experience,	rather,	was	one	where	the	
extension	of	the	market	and	marketized	food	access	was	often	accompanied	by	
increasing	state	intervention	and	control.	The	Kenyan	state	attempted	(through	
‘force	and	law’)	to	both	create	a	market,	where	it	did	not	exist,	and	to	
circumscribe	and	control	that	market	in	the	favour	of	certain	objectives	and	
interests.948	Such	actions	served	to	erode	the	moral	economies	of	the	majority	
rural	population,	thereby	increasing	the	vulnerability	of	certain	groups	to	
scarcity	and	famine.	Yet	Kenyan	officials	also	sought	to	protect	African	
customary	entitlements	in	various	ways,	and	with	varying	degrees	of	‘wishful	
thinking’	–	one	example	being	the	rural	subsistence	and	communalist	policies	
pursued	for	African	development	in	the	late	1940s.949	Thus	the	application	of	
biopolitical	techniques	around	food	scarcity	in	Kenya	differed	markedly	from	
that	in	Europe.	
	
Nally’s	response	to	this	mismatch	between	metropolitan	and	colonial	
experiences	of	biopolitics	is	to	view	the	latter	as	a	condition	of	possibility	for	the	
former.	Colonial	state	intervention	is	understood	as	part	of	a	coercive	trial	of	
‘new	forms	of	agricultural	production	and	labour	control’	devised	to	ensure	
European	consumers	access	to	cheap	imported	goods.950	Colonial	dynamics	are	
interpretable	within	the	emergence	of	an	overall	‘global	provisioning	system’	
and	the	development	of	capitalism.	Yet,	based	on	the	preceding	analysis	of	
Kenya,	one	would	be	hard	pressed	to	claim	that	increasing	state	intervention	
was	purely	a	function	of	external	capitalist	relations.	Kenyan	state	marketing	
control	emerged	out	of	a	pre-existing	set	of	problems	and	agendas	surrounding	
rural	self-sufficiency	and	income,	dwindling	state	revenue,	the	vulnerability	of	
settler	industries,	and	so	on.	Maize	control	ultimately	sought	to	boost	(settler)	
producer	prices	and	ensure	self-sufficiency,	rather	than	churn	out	cheap	exports.	
State	intervention	was	the	product	of	complex	local	political	and	economic	
dynamics.	It	was	not	the	result	of	imperial	demand	for	cheaper	breakfasts	or	
starched	shirt	collars.	
	
These	findings	raise	questions	about	how	one	places	and	understands	colonial	
dynamics	within	a	larger	historical	and	theoretical	understanding	of	‘biopolitics’.	
Deducing	the	history	of	colonial	food	policy	and	production	from	the	functional	
needs	of	metropolitan	capitalism	would	be	inadequate	to	understanding	more	
localized	dynamics	and	their	long-range	effects.	The	challenge	is	to	uncover	
precisely	how	local	political-economic	conditions	and	interests	fit	within,	
ignored,	promoted	or	inhibited	larger	patterns	of	accumulation	and	control.	
																																																								
947	Nally,	‘Food	Provisioning’,	p.	37.	
948	Ibid,	pp.	42–3.	
949	Lonsdale,	‘Depression’,	p.	117.	
950	Nally,	‘Food	Provisioning’,	p.	43.	
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Recognizing	and	examining	these	realities	may	help	to	‘provincialize’	European	
biopolitical	and	anti-scarcity	regimes.951	
	
A	second	potential	contribution	to	the	literature	on	food	and	colonial	biopolitics	
relates	to	the	theorized	division	between	‘population’	and	‘people’	that	is	
sometimes	mobilized	as	a	basis	to	understand	the	colonial	government	of	famine	
(see	the	thesis	introduction).	The	foregoing	chapters	have	indicated	that	colonial	
government	rarely	operated	through	a	neat	division	between	a	relatively	civil	
‘population’,	to	be	governed	through	their	capacity	for	autonomous	choice	and	
pursuit	of	self-interest,	versus	a	more	or	less	expendable	mass	of	‘people’,	
suspended	as	‘bare	life’,	to	be	ruled	‘for	their	own	good’	or	simply	exposed	to	
death.952	In	Kenya,	this	was	occasionally	the	case	–	certainly	for	the	10,000	or	so	
women,	children	and	men	‘repatriated’	from	Nairobi	in	early	1943,	and	for	the	
rural	households	forced	to	give	up	their	reserve	food	supplies	to	help	keep	the	
colony’s	‘essential’	wartime	industries	ticking	over.	At	a	broad	analytical	level,	
the	population/people	couplet	appears	to	hold	some	utility.	The	risk	lies	in	
mobilizing	it	as	a	theoretical	basis	from	which	to	deduce	and	explain	local	
historical	dynamics.	A	strict	reading	of	this	perspective	would	fail	to	account	for	
much	in	the	Kenyan	case	–	why,	for	example,	a	hungry	child	in	Meru	might	
receive	free	or	subsidized	famine	relief	from	the	state,	but	a	working-age	man	in	
Kiambu	would	be	told	to	find	work.	Or,	why	district	agricultural	officers,	largely	
on	their	own	initiative,	attempted	to	boost	food	productivity	for	rural	self-
sufficiency	and	cash	income	during	the	1920s.		
	
The	problematization	of	food	scarcity	has	shown	that	colonial	power	was	
directed	unevenly	at	archipelagos	of	problems	and	spaces	as	they	emerged	and	
demanded	a	response.	In	Kenya,	geographies	of	state	care	and	coercion	
developed	over	time,	through	successive	and	reflexive	attempts	by	governing	
actors	to	cope	with	scarcities	or	secure	future	food	access.	These	geographies	
varied	markedly	between	spaces	and	groups	based	on	the	more	immediate	
priorities	of	the	state,	as	well	as	its	capacity	to	govern.	In	accordance,	
responsibilities	and	entitlements	arose	gradually,	as	certain	problems	
intensified,	practices	were	repeated,	and	precedents	established.	Government	
and	state-society	relationships	grew	within	these	kinds	of	problematizations,	
rather	than	from	the	application	of	singular	rationalities	or	ideological	and	
political	binaries.	Accounting	for	these	specific	conditions	through	critical	
historical	work	is	one	way	to	identify	and	reveal	the	limits	to	their	echoes	in	
contemporary	thought	and	practice.	I	elaborate	on	this	point	in	the	following	
section.	
	
Before	moving	on,	a	final	word	is	warranted	about	the	Malthus	Effect	within	the	
genealogy	of	modern	liberal	government	and	biopolitics.	Dean	argues	that	
modes	of	genopolitics,	finding	their	principle	in	the	Malthusian	thematic	of	
population	and	scarcity,	were	largely	overlooked	by	Foucault	in	his	genealogical	
accounts	of	governmentality	and	biopolitics.	This	thesis,	by	contrast,	and	as	
discussed	in	the	previous	section,	sheds	important	light	on	the	emergence	and	
																																																								
951	Chakrabarty,	Provincializing	Europe.	
952	Mbembe,	‘Necropolitics’.	For	a	critique	of	‘ontological’	readings	of	the	concept	of	biopolitics,	
represented	by	Agamben,	see	Koopman,	‘Two	Uses’,	pp.	3–8.	
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consolidation	of	the	Malthusian	paradigm	in	a	specific	colonial	context.	The	
historical	analysis	of	food	problems	has	shown	how	a	genopolitics	of	scarcity	
intertwined	with	a	more	market-based	logic,	wrapped	within	a	wider	project	of	
governing	life.	But,	I	believe,	these	findings	can	also	help	us	to	think	beyond	
colonial	confines,	to	rethink	the	development	of	modern	government	more	
generally.	This	is	particularly	so	considering	that,	as	Dean	points	out,	colonial	
government	was	a	condition	for	the	articulation	of	the	Malthusian	principle	of	
population	in	the	first	place.953	If	it	is	so,	that	‘to	bring	the	Malthus	Effect	into	our	
genealogy	of	governmentality	is	to	recast	how	we	might	think	about	modern,	
liberal	governing	more	broadly’,	then	this	work	stands	as	one	example	of	how	
this	can	be	done.954	
	
8.4 Critical	history	and	food	security	
	
In	the	thesis	introduction	I	noted	various	critiques	of	the	‘productionist’	
orientation	of	African	food	security	strategies.	I	noted,	too,	that	explanations	for	
the	origins	and	persistence	of	this	agrarian	bias	have	tended	to	highlight	the	
dynamics	and	influence	of	overarching	discursive	trends,	capitalist	processes	
and	international	development	or	humanitarian	agencies.	However,	the	specific	
history	of	Kenya	presented	in	this	thesis	has	shown	that	a	calculative,	market-
based	and	state-driven	approach	to	food	problems,	centred	on	increasing	
agricultural	production	(and	supplemented	by	reactive,	targeted	welfare	
interventions)	emerged	within	a	specific	array	of	existing	conditions	and	
problems.	Production-oriented	food	strategies	did	not	simply	‘trickle	down’	from	
the	forces	of	global	capitalism,	or	from	the	dispositions	of	international	
institutions	and	discourses.	Rather,	they	emerged	from	situations,	practices	and	
arguments	resulting	from	the	intensification	of	problems	confronting	those	
tasked	with	governing.		
	
Take	one	example	of	how	local	and	broader	dynamics	intersected	to	give	rise	to	
a	specific	policy	objective:	that	of	territorial	self-sufficiency.	Ideologies	and	
techniques	of	food	sufficiency	–	as	those	of	fiscal	sufficiency	–	were	built	into	
government	anti-scarcity	practices	from	the	beginning	of	colonial	rule	in	Kenya	
and	East	Africa.955	It	was	a	key	part,	so	to	speak,	of	colonial	‘common	sense’.956	
Imports	were	expensive	and	unreliable,	and	to	be	avoided.	Gradually	these	ideas	
and	techniques	were	rescaled	from	an	emphasis	on	local	or	district	sufficiency,	
to	encompass	a	more	territory-wide	and	inter-territorial	perspective	(or,	at	least,	
one	concerned	with	the	topology	of	the	capitalist	market).	How	sufficiency	was	
scaled	and	understood	played	an	important	role	in	driving	the	emergence	of	
specific	forms	of	government	intervention	in	agricultural	production	and	
marketing.	That	international	institutions	like	the	FAO	championed	policies	
geared	towards	boosting	agricultural	production	for	territorial	self-sufficiency	in	
																																																								
953	Dean,	‘Malthus	Effect’,	p.	26;	also	see	Bashford,	‘Malthus	and	Colonial	History’.	
954	Ibid.,	p.	25.	
955	On	the	origins	of	policies	of	colonial	financial	self-sufficiency,	see	Gardner,	Taxing	Colonial	
Africa,	pp.	23–6.	
956	Plageman,	‘Colonial	Ambition’;	Stoler,	Along	the	Archival	Grain.	
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the	1970s,957	and	that	this	objective	was	reflected	in	Kenya’s	national	food	
strategies	of	the	early	1980s,958	seems	to	indicate	less	the	diffusion	and	influence	
of	global	‘food	security’	discourse,	and	more	that	international	thought	aligned	
with	a	pre-existing	infrastructure	and	way	of	thinking	and	acting	on	the	problem.	
The	question	then	remains	as	to	the	precise	pathways	through	which	
international	influence	came	to	bear	on	this	pre-existing	understanding.	
	
In	the	introduction	I	further	argued	that	uncovering	these	historical	pathways	is	
of	more	than	academic	interest.	That	is	so	because	contemporary	policies	and	
strategies	continue	to	express	ways	of	thinking	about	and	addressing	food	
problems	that	have	roots	in	colonial	conditions,	priorities	and	problems.	Even	if	
national	sufficiency	is	no	longer	an	objective	of	most	African	food	security	
strategies,	including	that	of	Kenya,	we	continue	to	see	its	influence.	Many	African	
state	food	strategies	are	still	preoccupied	with	ensuring	a	‘positive	food	trade	
balance’.959	The	2011	Kenyan	National	Food	Security	and	Nutrition	Policy	still	
aims	for	regional	self-sufficiency,960	an	objective	that	should	be	understood	
critically	and	historically	–	as	the	outcome	of	past	inter-territorial	trading	and	
customs	agreements,	as	well	as	wartime	food	allocations	between	the	regional	
territories.	Likewise,	more	recent	interest	in	understanding	and	promoting	
African	food	security	through	local	food	systems	and	urban	‘foodsheds’	could	be	
productively	and	critically	probed	through	a	historical	examination	of	colonial	
ideologies	and	practices	of	local	and	district	self-sufficiency.961	Beyond	the	
specific	problem	of	‘sufficiency’,	we	might	also	open	up	the	assumptions	
underpinning	‘food-for-work’	programmes	and	their	historical	antecedents	in	
colonial	labour	problems	and	public	relief	works.	
	
The	main	point	is	this:	in	order	to	understand	the	persistence	of	a	certain	way	of	
thinking	about	and	addressing	food	problems,	including	‘productionism’,	we	
need	to	understand	its	particular	histories	and	geographies.	Only	by	recognizing	
the	specific	conditions	under	which	policies	and	practices	have	emerged	will	we	
be	able	to	see	adequately	how	and	why	the	residues	of	the	past	remain	in	the	
present.	Then,	too,	we	will	have	a	more	informed	basis	to	critique	aspects	of	
knowledge	and	practice	that	continue	to	have	harmful	effects	for	millions	of	
Africans.	The	point	of	this	would	not	be	to	show	that	a	practice	has	a	colonial	
precedent,	and	is	therefore	inherently	violent	or	invalid.	Neither	would	it	be	to	
attribute	the	causes	of	contemporary	social,	political	and	economic	problems	to	
the	institutions	and	structures	of	a	distant	colonial	past.962	Rather,	thinking	
historically	about	the	problematizations	surrounding	food	may	help	us	to	
question	the	‘self-evidence’	of	certain	food	planning	interventions	and	their	
‘implicit	assumptions’.	Put	differently,	and	following	Huxley,	we	will	be	better	
																																																								
957	Shaw,	Food	Security,	chapter	17.	
958	The	first	Kenyan	National	Food	Policy	of	1981,	for	example,	aimed	to	maintain	‘broad	self-
sufficiency	in	major	foodstuffs’	through	government	control	of	prices	and	inputs;	GOK,	National	
Food	and	Nutrition	Security	Policy	2011;	also	Hornsby,	History	Since	Independence,	pp.	363–4.	
959	Haysom,	‘Food	System	Governance’,	p.	6.	
960	GOK,	National	Food	and	Nutrition	Security	Policy	2011,	p.	16.	
961	For	an	example	of	a	major	food	security	project	invoking	the	notion	of	the	local	urban	
‘foodshed’,	including	in	the	Zambian	context,	see	the	‘Food	for	the	Cities	Programme’,	FAO,	
accessed	1	August	2017,	http://www.fao.org/in-action/food-for-cities-programme/en/.	
962	Gardner,	Taxing	Colonial	Africa,	p.	11.	
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placed	to	assess	whether	the	questions	we	continue	to	ask	of	‘food	security’	are	
still	relevant,	and	whether	‘currently	taken-for-granted	rationales	and	practices	
still	serve	as	adequate	answers’.963	In	doing	so,	the	neat	relation	between	‘what	
is’	and	‘what	ought	to	be’	expressed	within	conventional	framings	of	‘food	
security’	can	be	prised	open,	creating	new	opportunities	for	research,	critical	
debate	and	practice.964	
	
I	will	make	one	final,	theoretical	point	on	the	benefits	of	taking	a	historical	
approach	to	‘food	security’.	This	point	needs	further	research	and	elaboration,	
but	warrants	a	brief	mention.	That	is,	critical	historical	studies	of	food	may	ask	
new	questions	around	the	presence	of	the	term	‘security’	in	‘food	security’.	
Studies	like	this	thesis	invite	a	more	careful	consideration	of	the	work	of	security	
that	food	does,	and	how	this	work	has	changed	over	time.	This	could	relate,	in	a	
relatively	straightforward	sense,	to	preventing	rural	or	urban	unrest,	or	securing	
rations	for	fighting	troops.	But	thinking	about	food	security	also	encompasses	the	
place	and	importance	of	food	within	wider	‘mechanisms	of	security’	deployed	to	
regulate	and	shape	the	life	of	populations	or	to	govern	territories.	Moreover,	one	
is	led	to	ask	how	food	governance	has	been	increasingly	securitized	as	part	of	a	
wider	process	of	securitizing	state	and	society.965	There	remain,	therefore,	
important	questions	to	be	asked	about	the	precise	imbrications	of	food	and	
security	within	historical	and	contemporary	regimes	of	government.	It	is	my	
hope	that	this	thesis	has	provided	a	starting	point	for	research	in	that	direction.		
	
8.5 Limitations	and	further	research	
	
This	study	focused	on	a	particular	African	context:	Kenya.	Time	after	time,	in	
both	archival	and	secondary	sources,	I	came	across	evidence	of	the	‘mobility’	of	
ideas,	policies	and	practices	used	to	control	and	prevent	food	scarcity.	The	
Kenyan	dynamics	examined	in	this	thesis	represent	only	one	aspect	of	these	
wider	networks	of	institutions,	personnel	and	knowledge	exchange.	I	have	not	
been	able	to	uncover	precisely	how	these	processes	of	sharing	and	referencing	
unfolded.	Writing	the	history	of	food’s	government	as	a	‘history	of	transfer’	
would	probably	require	a	different	kind	of	study.966	Nonetheless,	a	fruitful	topic	
of	further	research	would	be	to	examine	the	specific	pathways	by	which	colonial	
knowledge	was	created	and	‘travelled’	to	other	settings,	and	the	specific	
conditions	under	which	this	production,	distribution	and	translation	took	
place.967	
	
The	thesis	also	focused	on	a	particular	subject:	food	scarcity.	Nutritional	and	
ecological	knowledge	and	interventions	received	less	emphasis	than	problems	of	
food	production,	distribution	and	access.	I	have	not	been	able	to	uncover	the	
precise	connections	between	food-related	knowledge	and	techniques	and	those	
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in	other	governmental	domains,	such	as	medicine,	education	and	labour.	Far	
more	remains	to	be	written	on	their	relations	with	food.	
	
Ultimately,	for	reasons	of	time,	resources	and	personal	disciplinary	bias	
(towards	policy	studies),	the	study’s	empirical	sources	were	limited	to	imperial	
archives.	Consequently,	my	empirical	sources	and	analysis	consistently	reflect	an	
‘official	voice’.	I	do	not	claim	to	have	written	an	exhaustive	account	of	the	
government	of	food	scarcity	in	colonial	Kenya.	It	is	not	comprehensive	from	the	
official	point	of	view,	due	to	the	exclusion	of	local	administrative	dynamics.	
Detailed	research	in	Kenyan	national	and	county	archives	would	likely	reveal	
sources	and	findings	that	contradict	some	of	the	arguments	presented	here.	
	
More	significantly,	the	study	has	been	unable	to	give	adequate	attention	to	the	
experiences	of	famine	and	government	‘from	below’,	the	voices	and	agency	of	the	
actual	Kenyans	affected	by	and	engaged	in	processes	of	government.	When	
reading	colonial	reports	and	correspondence	on	some	significant	event	or	policy,	
I	have	often	thought:	how	did	this	actually	happen?	What	did	people	think,	and	
how	did	they	react?	Answering	these	questions,	again,	would	require	a	different	
kind	of	historical	study.	An	ethnographic	approach	would	have	provided	much	
insight	into	the	ideas	and	practices	recounted	in	this	thesis.	It	would	allow	the	
many	ways	in	which	Africans	were	engaged	with	anti-scarcity	practices	to	be	
examined,	to	uncover	how	governmental	practices	emerged	from	and	responded	
to	various	points	of	resistance.	It	might	also	reveal	how	such	engagements	and	
practices	resulted	in	the	formation	of	new	kinds	of	subjectivities,	changing	the	
manners	in	which	people	understood	themselves	in	ways	that	moved	beyond	
dualities	of	domination	and	resistance,	collaborator	and	resistor.968	
	
Uncovering	the	precise	arrangements	and	reformations	of	power	surrounding	
food	issues	takes	on	particular	importance	when	considering	the	limits	to	
colonial	governmental	power.	Colonial	state	interventions	were	socially	and	
spatially	focused,	targeting	groups	and	places	associated	with	narrow	domains	of	
problems.	Many	were	hopelessly	ineffective,	or	produced	effects	that	spun	
rapidly	beyond	the	state’s	control.	I	have	only	been	able	to	touch	on	these	
dynamics	of	coproduction,	and	on	the	actual	effects	produced	by	programmes	of	
government.	Further	research	is	needed.	
	
The	prominence	given	to	the	‘official	voice’	in	this	study,	written	in	Cape	Town	in	
2017,	takes	on	a	particular	epistemological	and	ethical	charge	in	the	current	
context	of	calls	to	‘decolonize’	higher	education	and	historical	studies	in	South	
Africa.	Indeed,	detailed	study	of	colonial	governmentality	would	surely	stand	
accused	of	reproducing	precisely	the	kind	of	bias	towards	colonial	worldviews	
and	matrices	of	power	currently	being	critiqued	by	student	movements	across	
the	country’s	campuses.	I	have	not	been	able	to	‘step	out	of	the	shadows	of	the	
colonial	archive’.969	Yet,	I	believe,	undertaking	careful,	thickly	descriptive	
analysis	of	colonial	events,	of	how	colonial	government	was	actually	envisaged	
and	discharged,	might	be	one	potential	avenue	to	‘demythologize’	colonial	
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history	and	‘whiteness’	–	a	means	to	unveil	it	as	the	ordinary,	contingent,	
problematic	endeavour	that	it	was,	rather	than	a	universal	yardstick	for	
measuring	all	change	and	experience.970	The	task	of	demythologizing	should,	in	
my	view,	involve	careful	empirical	analysis	of	how	the	interpretative	frames	of	
‘coloniality’	have	been	thought	and	incorporated	into	specific	problems	and	
techniques,	of	which	we	can	still	see	the	traces	to	this	day.	Decolonization	could	
mean	understanding	the	specific	processes	by	which	these	frames	have	become	
hegemonic,	and	how	this	influences	the	ways	that	problems	are	thought	and	
addressed	in	the	present.	
	
I	acknowledge	all	these	limitations.	My	hope,	however,	is	that	I	have	presented,	
in	sufficient	historical	detail,	the	outline	of	how	a	key	social	and	developmental	
problem	has	emerged,	stabilized	and	changed,	such	that	we	can	understand	
more	about	food	government,	past	and	present,	in	Kenya	and	Africa.	I	hope,	too,	
that	this	research	can	be	part	of	a	broader	critical	project	examining	the	
relationship	between	knowledge,	practice	and	colonialism.	
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Appendix:	Note	on	Primary	Sources	
	
The	primary	sources	for	this	study	came	from	archives	in	the	United	Kingdom	
and	from	online	repositories.	The	main	archival	documentation	was	found	at	the	
National	Archives	of	the	United	Kingdom	(TNA)	in	Kew.	This	included	official	
documents	of	and	correspondence	between	the	Kenyan	government,	the	
Colonial	Office,	as	well	as	other	British	government	departments.	The	main	
records	used	were	the	files	of	the	Colonial	Office	relating	to	Kenya	(especially	CO	
533);	food	supply,	agriculture	and	marketing	issues	(CO	852,	Economic	General	
Department)	and	nutrition	(CO	859,	Social	Services	Department).	The	files	
concern	the	period	from	the	late	1920s	to	the	early	1950s.	They	are	particularly	
rich	for	the	Second	World	War.	Those	related	to	the	Ministry	of	Food	and	
wartime	food	supply	issues	are	available	in	the	MAF	83	series.	CAB	58	provided	
Cabinet	committee	records	dealing	with	various	colonial	food	issues,	especially	
nutrition.	Primary	sources	were	also	consulted	at	Weston	Library,	Oxford	
University,	where	the	personal	papers	of	many	colonial	officials,	plus	records	of	
food-related	African	development	initiatives,	are	held	as	part	of	the	University’s	
Commonwealth	and	African	collections.		
	
The	British	Library	was	the	source	of	several	of	the	government	documents	
included	in	the	bibliography.	Others	were	secured	at	the	Wellcome	Library	
(London),	the	University	of	Cape	Town	Library	(Government	Publications	
Section),	and	the	National	Library	of	South	Africa.	
	
Numerous	documents	relating	to	the	history	of	Kenyan	colonial	government	are	
freely	available	online.	This	includes	the	complete	set	of	colonial	annual	reports	
spanning	the	period	from	1905	to	1938,	available	from	the	website	of	the	
University	of	Illinois	Library.	A	near-complete	collection	of	Kenyan	Legislative	
Council	debates	are	also	available	through	Google	Books.	These	resources	
provided	a	valuable	perspective	on	local	Kenyan	priorities,	perspectives	and	
political	debates.	
	
